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PREFACE 


These Studies represent an attempt to show the relationship 
between the rise and development of a mystical element in 
Islam — that which we know as Sufism — and the mysticism 
which was already to be found within the Christian Church 
of the Near and Middle East at the time when the Arab 
power established itself as a political force of far-reaching 
extent, and at a period when the faith of Islam was in the 
process of development and formulation. 

The book deals only with the earliest period of Islamic 
Mysticism, partly because the contacts between Christianity 
and Islam were naturally at their closest at the beginning of 
the Islamic era, and partly because Islamic Mysticism after 
the end of the ninth century a.d. has been more fully dealt 
with by other writers. 

The mystics, whether Christian or Muslim, can be studied 
only in their own writings, and I have therefore given their 
own teaching and allowed it to speak for them, as far as 
possible, and I trust that these Studies may at least serve 
the purpose of leading my readers to investigate the writings 
of the Sufis and their predecessors among the Christian 
mystics, for themselves, and to discover the many treasures 
of mystical thought and teaching to be found there. 

My thanks are due to Professor Burkitt of Cambridge, 
for valuable suggestions given with regard to asceticism 
and mysticism in the Syriac-speaking Church of the Middle 
East, to Professor A. Guillaume of Culham, for advice and 
help, and, in full measure, to Professor R. A. Nicholson of 
Cambridge, whose wealth of knowledge in respect of the 
teachings and literature of §ufism is always placed most 
generously at the disposal of those who have the good for- 
tune to be his pupils or his friends. My indebtedness to 
Professor Wensinck of Leyden, in my references to Syriac 
mystical literature, and to Professor Massignon of Paris, 
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in regard to early Sufi sources, will be obvious to my 
readers. 

I would here pay a tribute to the memory of one whose 
teaching and whose friendship meant so much to those who 
were privileged to know him, Sir Thomas Arnold, to whose 
wise counsels and unfailing kindness I myself owe much. 
He was greatly interested in the subject of these Studies, and 
I am indebted to him for valuable advice and suggestions, 
given with his usual generosity, for, busy though his life 
was, he spared neither time nor trouble, when others 
claimed his help. 

I wish to take this opportunity of thanking Miss Murray 
Browne, of the School of Oriental Studies Library, for the 
help and advice which she is always ready to give on 
request, and her assistant staff for the invariable courtesy 
and efficient service which are at the disposal of those who 
make use of this most valuable Library, making it one of 
the pleasantest in which to work of all the libraries with 
which I am acquainted. 

MARGARET SMfPfe 

London, 

June, 1931. 
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STUDIES IN EARLY MYSTICISM IN 
THE NEAR AND MIDDLE EAST 

PART I 

CHAPTER I 

THE MEANING AND NATURE OF MYSTICISM 

The name Mysticism is historically connected with the’ 
mystery-cults of the Greeks . 1 The mystic was one who had 
been initiated into the secret knowledge of Divine things, 
and was under the obligation to keep silence concerning the 
knowledge which had been imparted to him. The term 
“ mystical ” could be applied to any esoteric doctrine which 
was revealed only to the initiated, and in the early history 
of Mysticism, as we know it, Ve find that the mystics were 
regarded as an inner circle of devotees, possessed ot a know- 
ledge revealed rather than acquired, and revealed to them 
because they were fitted to receive it by an innate capacity 
not found in mankind at large/ So, to St. Clement of Alex- 
andria, the higher mysteries of the Christian faith represent 
a Gnosis, to be imparted to those qualified to receive it. 
The mystic is the true Gnostic, who by this higher know- 
ledge can rise above that which is of the earth, earthy, and 
attain to the goal of the Christian endeavour, the contempla- 
tion of God. But this knowledge and this achievement are 
not for believers in general. In the teaching of the Sufis also 
we find that the name given to the mystic is that of ‘Arif, 
the gnostic or adept. The mystics are the “ elect of the 
elect,” the “ friends of God,” a chosen circle to whom He 
grants mcfrifa, the mystic knowledge which is the result 

1 For the connection between the Greek “ mysteries ” and early 
Christian mysticism cf. J. B. Mayor, Clement of Alexandria. Seventh 
Book of the Stromateii, chap, iii., and W. R. Inge, Christian Mysticism, 
Appendix B. 
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of intuition, not of acquired learning. So, in the early 
development of Mysticism, we find this idea of an esoteric 
knowledge destined for, and imparted to, the chosen few 
who were found fit to receive it. 

Yet Mysticism itself represents something much wider 
than its derivation : it represents a spiritual tendency which 
is universal, for we find it in all religions worthy of the name 
and in all true faiths, and it is often the most vital element 
in sucli ’faiths. It represents, too, a craving of the human 
soul which is eternal, for it has appeared at all periods of the 
world’s history, far back in the religious teachings of India 
and China, in the civilisations of Greece and Rome, among 
Buddhists and Jews, as well as among Muslims and Christians. 

All religious consciousness is based on a realisation, how- 
ever dim, of a something beyond our finite ken, a realisation 
which distinguishes the human being from all lower forms 
of existence. In Mysticism this consciousness is deepened to 
a sense of that Beyond as a unity, from which all has come, 
to which all things tend, and in which all things are contained 
— that is to say, to the mystic. Ultimate Reality, truflSfeing, 
is One. “ Mysticism consists in the spiritual realisation of a 
grander and a boundless Unity, that humbles all self-asser- 
tion by dissolving it in a wider glory .” 1 This Unity, the One 
Reality, is represented under varying aspects by the mystics, 
as the Ultimate Source, Perfect Goodness, the Eternal 
Wisdom, Unclouded Light, Beauty Supreme, Divine Love, 
God. 

Mysticism, then, permeated through and through with 
this consciousness of the Divine, represents an attitude of 
'mind in which all other relationships are as nothing com- 
pared with the relation of the soul to God. Mysticism has 
been described as a “ religious experience in which the 
feeling of God is at its maximum of intensity. . . . To it 
God seems to be at once nothing and all things, nothing 
because He transcends every definite form of reality, and 
all things, because nothing can be apart from Him .” 2 In 
the view of the mystic, God contains yet transcends every- 

1 J. A. Picton, The Mystery of Matter, p. 356. 

a E. Caiid, The Evolution of Theology in the Greek Philosophers , 
ii, 286. 
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thing ; He appears as the One in Whom all is lost and also 
the One in Whom all is found. 

Mysticism, therefore, involves an intense and continuous 
awareness of the all-pervading Presence of God, but it goes 
beyond this in aiming at a knowledge of Ultimate reality, 
and finally at the establishment of a conscious relation with 
the Absolute, in which the soul shall attain to union with 
God. So the one supreme desire of the mystic comes to 
be, to "merge the consciousness both of the world and of 
"himself in the consciousness of God, or rather in God Him- 
self . 1 The mystic, therefore, claims that it is possible to have 
direct intercourse with God, an immediate apprehension of 
the Divine, when God is no l onger regarded as objective to 
the soul, but becomes a subjective experience. 

" To-the mystics God is no mere abstract Being, but is con- ’ 
ceived of as the personal object of their love ; they desire to 
know Him better that they may love Him the more. That 
union which they seek is “ the supernatural union of like- 
ness, begotten of love, which is the union of the human will 
with the Divine. They seek to realise the unfelt natural 
presence of God in creation. — by entering into a personal 
relationship with the concealed Presence which is the Source 
of being .” 2 Religion normally draws a clear distinction 
between the Divine arid the human, and emphasises jthe 
separation betweeri the two ; Mysticism goes beyond re- 
ligion, and white sfilTmaking a distinction, refuses to recog- 
nise the separation, and aspifes to intimate union with me 
Divine, to a penetration of the Divine within the soul, and 
ultim ately to the disappearance of the Individuality, with all 
its modes of acting, thinking and feeling, in the Divine 
substance . 5 u Where this Eight is, the man’s end ancPaim 
lsnot thiS' or that. Me or Thee, or the like, but only the One, 
Who is neither I nor Thou, this or that, but is above all I 
and Thou, this and that ; and in Him all goodness is loved 
as one Good .” 4 The mystic, therefore, seeks to pass from 
what is finite to what is infinite, from that which seems to 

1 E. Caird, op. cit., ii. 214. 

2 A. B. SKarpe, Mysticism : its True Nature and Value , p. 140. 

3 H. Delacroix, Etudes d’histoire et de psycbologie du mysticisme, p. vii. 

4 Theologia Germanica, p. 153. 
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that which is, out of all lower forms of reality to that which 
is. Supremely Real, and, in the end, to become Being itself. 

(Mysticism claims that the soul can undertake this tre- 
mendous journey and pass from that which is temporal to 
that which is Eternal, and it bases its claim on certain 
__posiulates.' 

> Firstly, it maintains that the soul can see and perceive by 
a spiritual sense, “ a unique mode of perception, correspond- 
ing to the unicity of that which is perceived.” 1 All Mys- 
ticism affirms that Reality, in its highest form, cannot be 
understood by intelligence, but only by something above it, 
that inner sense which is called intuition, by which a man 
can receive direct knowledge and revelation of God, and 
perceive things hidden from reason. “ It is a spiritual sense 
opening inwardly, as the physical senses open outwardly, 
and because it has the capacity to perceive, grasp and know 
the truth at first hand, independent, of all external sources of 
information, we call it intuition.” 2 ! St. Augustine speaks of 
the “ eye ” of the soul, the “ ear ” of the mind : “ I entered 
with Thy guidance into my inmost self, and I was enabled 
to do so, for Thou wert my Helper. And I entered and 
beheld with the eye of my soul (such as it was), above the 
same eye of my soul, above my mind, the Light Unchange- 
able.” 3 ^Mysticism, then, asserts in the first place that know- 
ledge is not attained only by the senses or the intellect or 
the normal processes of consciousness, but that the highest 
knowledge is attained, and can only be attained, by this 
spiritual sense of intuition. 

( Secondly, Mysticism maintains that the soul, in order to 
know God, must itself be a partaker of the Divine nature. 
Only if there is something real in the nature of the self can 
it hope to know Reality, and so Mysticism has always 
assumed that there is within the soul an “ inward light,” 
a Divine spark, that which seeks reunion with the Eternal 
Flame. • God Himself is “ the ground of the soul,” which 
was made in His image and “ in the first shaping was 
wonderfully bright and fair, full of burning love and spiri- 

1 A. B. Sharpe, op. cit ., p. 88. 

a R. W. Trine, In Tune with the Infinite, p. 40. 

3 Confessions, vii. 10. 
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tual light .” 1 All men, therefore, however much the image 
may have been defaced, in the depths of their being have 
some share in that Divine life which is at the heart of the 
Universe. If the soul is essentially related to God, then God 
is essentially related to the soul . 2 By the mystic, “ God is 
realised as the foundation of the soul’s being, and the soul’s 
perception of its own essence is, in fact, the perception of 
its unity with the essential Divine nature .” 3 

fThirdly, Mysticism assumes that none can attain to a 
direct knowledge of God except by purification from self. 
The soul must be stripped of the veils of selfishness and 
sensuality if it is to see clearly the Divine Vision.) “ Except 
a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God ” ; 4 
and the Persian Sufi al-Hujwiri writes, “ Purity is the char- 
acteristic of the lovers of God, who are like suns without 
shade — for the lover is dead as regards his own qualities and 
abiding in the qualities of his Beloved .” 6 Only when the 
tumult of the senses is stilled, and the images of earth are 
hushed, and the soul, by ceasing to think of self, has passed 
beyond itself, can the Eternal Wisdom be revealed to the 
one who seeks that mystic communion with the Unseen . 6 
“ Behold, in such a man must all thought of Self, all self- 
seeking, self-will and what cometh thereof, be utterly lost 
and surrendered and given over to God .” 7 

Fourthly, Mysticism assumes that the guide and inspira- 
tion of the soul in its ascent to God is Love. The life of 
communion with God must be rooted and grounded in 
love. V He that loveth not kno weth not God ; for God is 
Love.”i l'he mystlcsTtfiroughout the ages, have conceived 
ot the Object of their search as the Beloved, and it is as 
lovers that they seek for the consummation of their love in 
union with the One. The Oriental mystic, seeking to get 

1 Walter Hilton, The Scale of Perfection, i., 3. 

3 Cf. E. Caird, op. cit., ii. 315, 316. 

3 A. B. Sharpe, op. cit., p. 143. For a full discussion of this doctrine 
of the “ divine Spark,” cf. W. R. Inge, op. cit.. Appendix C, pp. 359^. 

4 St. John iii. 3. 

6 Kashf al-Mahjuh, p. 37. 

6 St. Augustine, Confessions, ix. 10. 

7 Tbeologia Germanica, p. 154. 

8 1 John iv. 8. 
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rid of that element of not-being, which is opposed to true 
Being, the Divine Reality, finds that self, the great hindrance, 
can be overcome by Love alone. Love , said one o f the 
Sufis, 1 means to give all that thou hast to Him Whom tho u 
lovesTff so that nothing remains to thee of thine own ;_and 
'Snothfcr’ mystic teacher, al-Shibli, says : “ Love is a fire in the 
he art consum i n g all save the Will of the BelovecL” 2 A later 
mystic gives the same description of the work of Love: 
“ Love has set the soul on fire and transmuted it into love, 
has annihilated "and destroyed it to all that is not love. The 
soul on fire with love to God longs for the perfection and 
consummation of its love that it may be completely re- 
freshed.” 3 Love alone can perfectly purify the soul and set 
it free from the bonds of self-seeking and the fetters of the 
flesh, and so enable it to pass on its upward way, to look 
upon God as He is in truth, and to realise that it is itself 
one with the Divine Goodness, one with that Reality which 
is also Everlasting Love. 

/ Mysticism, starting from these assumptions, has developed 
k philosophic .doctrine concerning the nature of tfci~God- 
headftfie relation of God and the soul, the possibility of the 
soul’s ascent to God, and of its abiding union with Him, 
bu t i t is. also practical, representing a lire to be lived by a 
ruJeT tfce mystic Way, which must be trodden by all who 
seek to attain to that blessed communion with the Divine. 
The stages of the Way vary to some extent in the mystical 
teachings of the West and East, but in nearly all forms of 
Mysticism, repentance o r conversion is recognised as the 
starting-point, when the soul awakes to a consciousness of 
the Divine Reality and turns its back on the world of un- 
reality. Three stages of the Way have been accepted in the 
West, and these three stages will be found to cover the 
stages jof the Way as set forth in the religious systems of the ' 
East. (The first stage is known as the rurgative life, the 
stage of purification from the fetters of sin, represented by 
sensuality and self-will. “ It is one and the same thing to 
be * Holy ’ and to be ‘ free,’ and the mystics are right when 

1 Abu ‘Abd Allah al-Qurashi. 

2 al-Qushayri, Risala , pp. 189, 190. 

- * St. John of the Cross, Spiritual Canticle > ix. 7, xxvi. 18. 
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they say that there is no other evil than sin, and sin is every- 
thing which entails a loss of Freedom.” 1 Purification is 
secured only by s elf-discipline , and to the majority of 
mystics, both in East and West, a life of strict asceti cism has 
seemed the only way by which the carnal self could be purged 
of the sins which defile it. Contrition , f asting , prayer and 
vigils have proved to be the means of purifying tne soul 
and ridding it of the desires of self. But this stage has not 
meant simply a negation of the vices, it has also meant a 
positive assumption of the virtues and especially of the social 
virtues, so that the mystics, in most cases, have occupied 
themselves with the humble and self-sacrificing service of 
their fellow-men, as welk as with the struggle to become 
pure in the sight of God. ’ 

. When the soul has been cleansed from sensuality and\ 
stripped of all that is opposed to the One Perfect Good, 
when it has become “ pure from Self as flame from smoke,” 
it is ready to pass on to the next stage, known as the Jfllu- ( 
minative Life. The mystic, purified from the grosser 
hindrances to perfection and enabled to conform in his out- 
ward life to what is required of the servant of God, has now 
the harder task of purifying the i nner self, bringing all the 
faculties, thought, feeling and will, into* conformity with 
that which he now knows to be the Divine Will. Now he 
is walking in the Light and must seek to be transformed 
wholly into the likeness of That in which no darkness dwells. 
It means that the soul has no desires orjwishes of its own ; 
having renounced* all that' was unlawful" and" then" all thaf 
was lawful^ It Kas at last renounced all save God Himself. 
All that was its own is merged in the sole desire to serve 
Him in adoring love. The soul now seeks not and pos- 
sesses not, any other will but that of doing our Lord’s Will, 
and so it prays Him to let it be so ; it gives to Him the keys 
of its own will — from henceforth the soul will have nothing 
of its own — all it seeks is to do everything for His glory 
and according to His Will.” 2 

{The mystic who has passed through the stages of the 
Purgative and the Illuminative life now enters upon the last 

1 Recejac, Bases of the Mystic Knowledge , p. 262. 

2 St. Teresa, Life, p. 154. 
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stage of the Way, which is also the goal of the quest, the 
Umtive life, when the soul passes from that which is im- 
perfectto that which is perfect, when it ceases to see through 
a glass darkly, and beholds the Supreme Reality face to face 
in the Beatific Vision, and is joined thereunto in conscious 
union, so that die mystic can now say in truth, * I live, yet 
not I, but God in me.” (In the first stage of the Way, that 
of the Purgative life, the soul had felt the Divine to be in 
opposition to the human ego ; then, as it passed through 
the stage of the Illuminative life, the opposition had de- 
creased and the soul had been conscious of its own great- 
ness as the image of the Divine. Finally, in the Unitive life, 
the soul is conscious of a Being Who surpasses the ego and 
yet at the same time is identified with it, “ great-enough to 
be God, intimate enough to be me.” 1 ' 

Now knowledge becomes vision and with unveiled face\ 
the mystic looks upon the Eternal Beauty, and in the moment 
of that Vision is made one with that which he beholds. 
Of that experience the poet writes, 

“ . . . there is in God 

Which being seen would end us with a shock . 
Of pleasure. It may be that we should die 
As men have died of joy, all mortal powers 
Summed up and finished in a single taste 
Of superhuman bliss : or, it may be 
That our great latent love, leaping at once 
A thousand years in stature — like a stone 
Dropped to the central fires, and at a touch 
Loosed into vapour — should break up the terms 
Of separate being, and as a swift rack 
Dissolving into heaven, we should go back 
To God.” 2 

The sojil of the mystic feels itself identified in union with 
the Divine ; it has passed from consciousness of self and is 
absorbed in the consciousness of God ; it has become deified. 
“ This deification and elevation of the spirit in God,” says 
St. John of the Cross, “ whereby the soul is, as it were, rapt 
and absorbed in love, one with God, suffer it not to dwell 
* Ricejac, op. eit., p. 4j. 3 Sydney Dobell. 
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upon any worldly matter. The soul is now detached, not 
only from all outward things, but even from itself ; it is, as it 
were, undone, assumed by and dissolved in love — that is, 
it passes out of itself into the Beloved.” 1 The spiritual mar- 
riage has been consummated, the soul has become one with 
its divine Bridegroom. In that Presence,- says the Sufi 
mystic, “ I ” and “ thou ” have ceased to exi st, they have 1 
become one : the Quest and the WayanTtKe Seeker are one . 2 1 
So, too, the Christian mystic finds that in that act of union 
“ the sole Unity, which is God, answers truly to the oneness 
of the soul, for then is there nothing in the soul beside 
God.” 3 

These, then, in brief, represent the assumptions and the 
aim of Mysticism, and its teaching as to the means by which 
the end can be attained. In the following chapters we shall 
endeavour to show how Mysticism — which we have seen to 
be a practically universal tendency, an attitude of mind 
which has shown itself in all religions which have life within 
themselves, and in itself to be a spontaneous growth which 
has appeared at all ages in the world’s history, in environ- 
ments apparently unpromising as well as in circumstances 
favourable to its nature — developed and established itself 
in the Near and Middle East, and how among Christians and 
Muslims alike it was accepted, on the one hand, as a way of 
life to be practised as a means to an end, and on the other, as 
a religious philosophy which satisfied the soul’s innate crav- 
ing to understand its relationship to God, and justified its 
adoption of the Way which should lead it onward and up- 
ward till the Goal should be attained, and the soul, long 
parted from its Source, once more find its home in the One 
Reality — God. 

1 A Spiritual Canticle , xxvi. 14. 

2 Shabistari, Gulshan-i ra%, i. 448. 

3 J. Tauler, Sermon for the Twenty-third Sunday after Trinity. 



CHAPTER II 

EARLY CHRISTIAN ASCETICISM 

Between Mysticism and the ascetic spirit which led to the 
development of the monastic life there is a close connection. 
The mystic is one who seeks for an ever closer and more 
direct relationship with Reality, that is, God, and he seeks 
this by the life of self-discipline, by which he may be 
cleansed from the sins that have their root in self-indulgence 
and self-will, a discipline which applies to both the body and 
the will, and when by this self-stripping he has brought him- 
self into harmony with the Eternal Will, he seeks by con- 
templation to attain to the direct knowledge of God which 
is his goal. It is small wonder, then, that we find the earliest 
mystics of the Christian Church among those who plifttised 
the ascetic ideal, and at a later stage, among those who lived, 
or who had lived, a regular monastic life. Solitude and a 
period of retreat, whether short or long, have always been 
found necessary for the development of the mystic ideal, 
and for the realisation of that ideal in the practical affairs of 
human life. “ All great undertakings are matured in soli- 
tude,” says a writer on the monastic life. “ It is not in the 
hurry and confusion and excitement which accompany exe- 
cution, but in the stillness and calm silence of preparation, 
that the strength which does great deeds is accumulated and 
concentred .” 1 This is true enough of merely human under- 
takings : it is still more true of great spiritual enterprises. 
It is therefore side by side with the development of the 
ascetic ideal and the growth of monasticism that we shall 
find the beginnings of Christian mysticism. 

The tendency to asceticism did not begin with Christi- 
anity, it had been found to a limited extent among the Jews. 
John the Baptist lived an ascetic life in the wilderness, and 
the Essenes and the Therapeutic were Jewish ascetics, 

1 Montalembert, The Monks of the West, introduction by F. A. 
Gasquet, p. xiii. 
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though probably influenced by Hellenism. In Egypt we 
hear of a community of ascetics in the Fayoum as early as 
340 B.C., pursuing an ideal opposed to all the thought and 
feeling of the Mediterranean world at that time. Among the 
pagan cults of Egypt, in connection with the worship of 
Isis and Serapis, asceticism was practised, and there were re- 
cluses of the Serapaion at Memphis about 170 b.c., and the 
same type appeared in a.d. 21 i . 1 This pagan asceticism in- 
cluded the custom of seclusion in cells, and the practice of 
celibacy by both sexes. The Greek schools of Alexandria 
had distinguished between the natural and the supernatural 
life, and taught a perfection which might be attained by the 
adept who had conquered his lower self. In addition to 
these precedents, Christians found an example for the ascetic 
life in the life of Christ upon earth and an incentive thereto 
in His teachings on otherworldliness. Moreover, the cir- 
cumstances of the time urged them to the acceptance of this 
ideal. The corruption and the excesses of the pagan world 
around them represented the enemy they were called upon 
to fight, and it was only by withdrawal from the world and 
the things which belonged to the world, by opposing virtue 
to vice, continence to licence, purity to lewdness, that the 
Christians could hope to maintain their own position and to 
overcome their enemy. It has been said, indeed, that all 
Christianity in the first centuries was really ascetic, in the ori- 
ginal sense of the word (dcno^o-i? = exercise), for these early 
ascetics were athletes, fighting against the world, the flesh, 
and the devil, subjecting themselves to severe self-discipline 
for religious ends. At first these Christian ascetics did not 
withdraw from the world altogether, but followed the ascetic 
life within their own homes, renouncing marriage and pro- 
perty, and practising solitude, silence, fasting and other 
austerities. This earthly life was regarded as a trial and dis- 
cipline for the life of the next world, as it might well be, in 
an age when the life of every Christian was liable to be cut 
short by the fury of persecution, and through tortures, and 
in the face of death by the sword and by fire and the arena, 
each Christian must be prepared to stand firm in the faith, 
and so to win the coveted crown of martyrdom. 

1 Cf. Flinders Petrie, Egypt and Israel, pp. 133, 134. 



12 STUDIES IN EARLY MYSTICISM 

Even after the persecutions had spent their force and 
Christianity had become the official religion of the Empire, 
the corruption of the Church and the lowering of its ideals 
which resulted from its close association with the State, led 
devout Christians to develop a still more rigid asceticism, 
in order to maintain the old standard of purity and renuncia- 
tion, and to express their refusal to make that compromise 
with the world to which the Church had now consented. 
Asceticism meant a discipline of the will and soul as well as 
the body, and it came to stand definitely for the great re- 
nunciations involved in poverty, obedience to a spiritual 
leader, and chastity, and also various forms of bodily austeri- 
ties, and since it became increasingly difficult to practise the 
ascetic life while in the world, albeit a nominally Christian 
world, the tendency developed to seek in solitude and seclu- 
sion an opportunity to live the unworldly life completely 
apart from the world. So the monastic ideal was evolved, 
representing originally the solitary life (/aovos = alone). 
At first monastic life was individualistic : we find the Jjermits 
and anchorites living each one apart in the desert. J^hen, 
about the fourth century, monasticism began to assume a 
corporate character, and there were formed the “ laura ” 
or group of monks each living in a separate cell or hut and 
forming one community, and the “ coenobium,” in which 
the monks lived under one roof and under the rule of a 
common superior, and which became the type to which the 
name of monastery was definitely attached. 

The monastic life was intended, firstly, to bring to per- 
fection the individual soul, but secondly to enable that soul, 
when brought to perfection, to be of service to its fellow- 
men, whether by prayer or by active good works. It was 
in no case a life of idleness, for to occupy oneself with God, 
says St. Bernard, is not idleness, but the occupation of occu- 
pations . 1 It is in the monastic life that we see “ the perma- 
nent strife of moral freedom against the bondage of the 
flesh, the constant effort of a consecrated will in the pursuit 
and conquest of Christian virtue : the victorious flight of the 
soul into those supreme regions where she finds again her 

1 “Otiosum non est vacare Deo, negotium negotiorum om- 
nium.” 
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. true, her immortal grandeur.” 1 The monk withdrew from 
other men out of love to God and to his neighbour, in order 
thaf when he had purified and disciplined his own soul, he 
might the better serve his fellow-men. 

(a) Asceticism in Egypt 

Egypt, as might have been expected, was the first home 
of that development of asceticism which produced Christian 
moojisticism , as it also played the chief role in the Christian 
world trom the beginning of the fourth to the middle of the 
fifth century. The trials and tribulations of the Christians 
in Egypt from the second century onward, including the 
Decian persecution of a.d. 250, no doubt drove many to take 
refuge in the desert and the mountains, in order to escape 
persecution and dishonour, and by the year a.d. 300 there 
were many Christian monks and ascetics leading a solitary 
life. Origen (born at Alexandria in a.d. 185) had advocated 
asceticism to his followers, and encouraged the Christians 
of Alexandria to desire the contemplative life and to seek 
after flight from the world to God ; and at the same time 
the appreciation of virginity as the highest type of life was 
increasing, and Hieracas, one of Origen’s disciples, who 
flourished c. a.d. 300, collected round him a body of learned 
ascetics of both sexes. 

But it is to Paul of Thebes and St. Anthony that the 
foundation of the eremitic type of monasticism in Egypt has } 
always been ascribed. Of Paul of Thebes, said to be the first 
of the Egyptian anchorites, living in the desert from the age 
of twenty-three to his death at one hundred and thirteen, we 
knpw little that is historical, but St. Anthony is said to have 
visited him and received teaching from him. There is a de- 
hgkjtpjl legend which relates how St. Anthony went to the 
cav|§|f Paul after the old man’s death to bury his body, and 
forgll to take a spade with him. While he stood in per- 
plexi|y, for his^abode was far away, two lions appeared “ anjd 
stood- near the body of the blessed Paul and they wagged 
thei)|tails at the blessed Anthony and they crouched down 
befolfe him in perfect tameness, and they rubbed their teeth 

1 Montalembert, op. tit., p. 9. 
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together and purred so loudly that the blessed man knew 
that they wished to be blessed.” Then the two lions dug the 
grave with their paws, and when St. Anthony had blessed 
them they departed. 1 As regards St. Anthony, we have a 
full account of his life, ascribed to St. Athanasius, which can 
be accepted as historical. Born about a.d. 250, an Egyptian 
of noble birth, at the age of twenty he adopted the ascetic 
life, living at first near human habitations and then for 
twenty years in solitude in the desert. After this he came 
out of his seclusion, gathered disciples round him, and in- 
structed them in the principles of the ascetic life. He is re- 
lated by his biographer to have said, “ It is right that we 
should at all times follow after the food of the soul, for the 
soul worketh together with our spirit in the striving which 
is against the adversary, but it is meet for the body to be in 
subjection and tribulation.” 2 And again he said, “ As fish 
die if a man lift them out of the water, so, if we monks pro- 
long our stay with men, do our minds become perverted 
and troubled : therefore it is meet that as fish pass their life 
beneath the waters, we also should let our lives ancTworks 
be buried in the wilderness.” 3 St. Anthony reduced monas- 
tic life to a system, but it was as yet a system of solitaries. 
Yet from the Athanasian Life, we see that the Antonine 
asceticism, while it aimed at the purification of the indivi- 
dual soul, also found time for good works. Prayer and con- 
templation were combined with manual labour and service 
to others. We read that in the days of the blessed Anthony 
“ the habitations of the monks were accepted as tabernacl es 
of praises, and Psalms and hymns and spiritual songs were 
heard therein : and love and righteousness rejoiced therein, 
and therein was found the rest of prayer coupled with fast- 
ing. And the monks toiled in the labour of their hands that 
they might not be a burden upon any man, and of the sweat 
of their faces, the poor and the needy were relieved.” 4 
St. Anthony’s type of monachism prevailed in Lower Egypt 
and along the Nile as far as Asyut, and later reached its 
.greatest development in Nitria and Scete. 

Contemporary with St. Anthony was Pachomius, a native 

1 The Paradise of the Fathers , i. 202, 203. 

2 Paradise , i. 38. 3 Ibid., p. 69. 


4 Ibid., p. 37. 
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of the Theba'id, born about a.d. 292, who became a convert 
to Christiariity, and who originated the ccenobitic system 
in Egypt, and was the founder of the first Christian monas- 
tery in the modern sense of the word. This monastery was 
established at Tabennisi, near Denderah, in a.d. 320. Before 
his death in a.d. 346, he had founded nine monasterie s con- 
taining some three thousand monks. Under the Pachomian 
system the monks lived in cells under absolute obedience to 
their superior, and they had a common church where they 
met for prayer. The monks engaged in agriculture and in 
handicrafts, the surplus output being available for the 
women’s convents 1 and for the needy. Pachomius instituted 
a Rule for his monks, according to which no pressure was 
to be exerted in the matter of eating or drinking or fasting : 
the monks were to live three in a cell, and to eat together. 
They were to sleep sitting, not lying down, and were to 
wear a linen under-garment at night, and by day an outer 
robe of sheep-skin, with a girdle and hood. They were to 
pray constantly and to partake of the Eucharist on Satur- 
days and Sundays. Novices were to undergo a three years’ 
probation. This system of monachism became dominant 
in Upper Egypt, and by the beginning of the fifth century 
the number of monks was said to be fifty thousand. 

Shenoudi of Atripe, a fellah born in a.d. 333, continued 
the work of Pachomius and developed a stricter rule. He is 
said to have introduced vows, and by him the community 
life of the monastery was looked upon as a possible prepara- 
tion for the solitary life for those who were fitted to endure 
it. His own monastery contained thousands of monks, who 
were well organised, and who were encouraged to give the 
day to labour and to divide the evening between study and 
sleep. There was to be complete obedience to the superior 
“ perinde ac cadaver.” 2 

While Pachomius had organised the ccenobitic type of 
monasticism, Macarius of Egypt and Ammon were the chief 
instruments in the organisation of the eremitic type. Maca- 
rius (born c. a.d. 300) at the age of thirty retired into the 

1 Sec Chapter III. 

, a For the life and work of Shenoudi cf. E. Amelineau, Les Moines 
Egjptiens. 
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desert of Scete, the southern part of the Nitrian valley, in 
the Libyan desert, north-west of Cairo, and there he re- 
mained for sixty years until his death. Many disciples 
gathered round him and he taught them the way of salva- 
tion by utter renunciation. 

Amm on was another great ascetic. He had been married 
in his youth : he lived with his wife as with a sister for eight- 
een years, and then they separated and he went to Nitria and 
there established a semi-eremitical type of monachism be- 
tween a.d. 320 and 330. Of the ascetics of Scete and Nitria 
we have full accounts from contemporary writers and 
travellers, who visited them in their desert solitudes, and 
wrote of what they had seen. The author of the History of 
the Motifs ascribed to Hieronymus of Dalmatia, who 
flourished about a.d. 386, writes of the monks of Nitria, 
and says that he saw among them “ many great disciples 
who had departed from the world, and some were natives 
of the country and some were strangers — and they were 
emulating each other in the beautiful deeds of strenuousness, 
and were striving to outstrip each other in their noble and 
glorious lives and works. Now some of them possessed 
divine vision and others works of ascetic excellence. . . . 
Some called us to the doctrine of glory and others to the 
vision of divine knowledge. . . . They dwell in a waste 
place and their dwellings are remote, and the men live apart 
from each other so that one man may not be known to his 
fellows . . . and they live in the strictest silence and each one 
of them is secluded in his cell.” 1 

John Cassian, born about a.d. 360, who was probably of 
Western origin, was another who went to Egypt and visited 
the anchorites there and remained with them for seven years. 
Later he went to Scete and Nitria, which he found to be full 
of cells and monasteries, and from him we get much infor- 
mation as to the organisation of the Egyptian monks. Pal- 
ladius, bom probably in Galatia about a.d. 364, who was a 
friend of Macarius, went to Nitria in 391 and lived there for 
nine years. His Paradise of the Fathers, also called the Laust&c 
History, because it was written at the request of a court 
official named Lausus, was written in a.d. 420, and gives a 

1 Paradise, i. 376. 
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very full account of Egyptian monasticism. In Nittia he 
found some five thousand men living separately, but with a 
great church and guest-house in common. All, by way of 
handicraft, were engaged in producing linen. 1 Rufinus, a 
presbyter of Aquileia, who spent six years in Egypt between 
372 and 378, wrote of the ascetics there, “ Quanti populi 
habentur in urbibus, tanta psene habentur in desertis.” 

From these writers we can get an idea of the methods and 
ideals of Egyptian monasticism. The monks were first and 
foremost ascetics practising extreme austerities, in respect of 
fasting, vigils, exposure to heat and cold, excessive labour, 
and war against the flesh, believing that the subjugation of 
the body meant the growth of the spiritual nature and facul- 
ties, and the power to see visions and receive revelations. 
Their food usually consisted of nothing but bread, eaten 
sometimes with salt or bitter herbs and oil, and water was 
their only drink. Their clothing was simple and scanty. 
Their hours of sleep were strictly limited, and if they lay 
down at all to sleep, it was on mats of plaited papyrus, or on 
the bare ground, with a stone for a pillow. Some never slept 
during the night, but prayed, either standing or sitting, until 
morning. Silence was the general rule, and the monk spent 
most of his time in the seclusion of his cell, except in the 
cases where his work required him to be out of doors. The 
renunciation of property and a state of poverty were ex- 
pected of all who embraced the monastic life : constant 
mourning and weeping were considered to be a sign of grace 
and true repentance for sin. One of the fathers, ip answer 
to the inquiries of a younger monk, said to him, “ Fasting , 
is the subjugation of the body, prayer is converse with God, 
vigil is a war against Satan, abstinence is the being weaned ‘ 
from meats, humility is the state of the first man, kneeling is 
the inclining of the body before the Judge, tears are the re- . 
membrance of sins, nakedness is our captivity which is 
caused by the transgression of the command, and service is 
constant supplication to and praise of God.” 2 ^ 

Chastity was the first thing required of the monk, and 
apparently the hardest of the virtues to acquire and retain, 
from what we read of the temptations which assailed these > 
1 Cf. Hist. Laus., vii. 2, 5. s Paradise, ii. 263. 
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recluses in their desert homes, and chastity to them meant 
not only a body undefiled, but also sincerity in speech and a 
pure heart. Among the reputed sayings of Abba Paphnutius 
is one to the effect that “ A monk is bound to keep not only 
his body pure, but his soul free from unclean thoughts. . . . 
As wicked slaves fly from their lords, even so do lusts fly 
from the exhaustion of ascetic labours.” 1 The prayer-life 
was the monk’s great source of strength, and we are told of 
an ascetic named Paul who prayed three hundred prayers a 
day and collected three hundred pebbles, which he placed 
in his girdle and threw out one for each prayer, which ap- 
pears to be the first instance of the Christian use of a rosary. 2 
Absolute obedience to the abbot or superior was required 
of all monks : the novice was trained by obedience, even to 
the most unreasonable of commands, to mortify his own 
wishes, and the very thoughts of the monk were to be laid 
bare to the superior. The Egyptian monk was taught from 
the first that “ obedience is the food of all the saints. By her 
they are nourished. Through her they come to perfection.” 

It was inevitable that the power to work miracles Should 
be ascribed to the greatest of the Egyptian saints. We are 
told how the wild beasts were their friends and came to 
them for help, and how light was granted to them in the 
darkness. There was an old man of whom it was said that 
as he was in the light during the day, so also was he in his 
cell by night, and that he was able to work with his hands 
and read in the night-time, by this miraculous light, just as 
he did during the day. 3 Of Abba Bessarion it was related 
that he made the waters of the sea sweet, that he crossed 
over the water of the river without means of transport, that 
he prevented the sun from setting, and that he healed a para- 
lytic and cast out a devil of sleepiness from a young man. 4 

Such, then, was the life of the Egyptian ascetic, the end 
of whose profession was the kingdom of God, says Cassian, 
quoting Abba Moses, but the immediate aim was purity of 
heart, without which no one could gain that end. “ What- 
ever then can help to guide us to this, we must follow with 
all our might, but whatever hinders us from it, we must 

1 Paradise , ii. 86. 8 Hist. Laus., xvii. (i). , 

8 Paradise, ii. 144. 4 Ibid., ii. 146. 
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shun as a dangerous and hurtful thing. For, for this we do 
and endure all things, for this we make light of our kinsfolk, 
our country, honours, riches, the delights of this world and 
all kinds of pleasures, in order that we may retain a lasting 
purity of heart. . . . This, then, should be our main effort, 
and this steadfast purpose of heart we should constantly 
aspire after — viz., that the soul may ever cleave to God and 
to heavenly things.” 1 

Monasticism spread from Egypt into North Africa, but 
made less progress there than elsewhere, and was not really 
established on a firm footing until St. Augustine gave it his 
support in a.d. 388, when he founded a community of 
clerics living together according to rule. Though the 
monastic life was not as popular at first in Africa as else- 
where, and the monks were constantly the objects of perse- 
cution, yet we find that many monasteries were established 
there, and that the union of the clerical and monastic lives 
was much more common there than in other spheres of 
monasticism, where for the most part the monks sought to 
avoid taking orders and tried to dissociate themselves from 
any close connection with the Church. By the fifth century 
monachism seems to have been strong and flourishing in 
Africa. 


( b ) Asceticism in Syria and Asia Minor 

We find asceticism in Syria and Palestine at an early date. 
During the latter part of the second century. Narcissus, 
Bishop of Jerusalem, gave up his see and retired into the 
wilderness ; and in documents of the third century relating 
to South Syria are found exhortations addressed to certain 
wandering ascetics, urging them to asceticism and the celi- 
bate life. Eusebius, born in Palestine about a.d. 260, speaks 
of the Syrian ascetics of his time. 

The monastic system was early extended from Egypt to 
Palestine and Syria, where the Antonine form prevailed, 
and where extreme austerities and asceticism were practised, 
especially on the physical side, to a greater extent than in 
Egypt, where the primary aim, as we have seen, was purity 

1 Cassian, Con/., i. 5, 8. 
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of life and heart. Hilarion, bom about a.d. 290, is considered 
to be the founder of the monastic life and institutions in 
Palestine. He had been converted by St. Anthony from 
paganism, and on his return to his native land in a.d. 306, 
lived in a tiny cell near Gaza and made that his abode for 
fifty years, for twenty-two of which he lived in solitude ; but 
as time went on, he gathered round him between two and 
three jhousand monks. Within a few years of his death, 
monasteries and laurae were to be found in all parts of 
Palestine, and some of the monasteries of Jerusalem and 
Bethlehem were the result of his labours. 1 Into Syria the 
monastic life was introduced by Aones or Eugenius, early 
in the fourth century, and his followers lived a life of 
extreme asceticism. 2 

St. Jerome, born about a.d. 331, though himself of 
Western origin, had a considerable influence on Palestinian 
monasticism. On attaining manhood, he felt himself called 
to the religious life and retired in a.d. 374 to the desert of 
Chalcis, east of Syria, and after returning to Rom%jcame 
back again in a.d. 385 to the East, and built a monastery at 
Bethlehem. We are told by the historian Evagrius that on 
one of her visits to Jerusalem (the first was made in a.d. 43 8, 
the date of the second is uncertain), the empress Eudocia 
erected holy monasteries and “ laurae,” already explained as 
being enclosures, each including many cells far from each 
other, in which the monks lived separately as hermits or 
anchorites. The historian says that these men were not 
under the influence of any earthly ties, and they had even 
their clothing in common. They had a common table, and 
lived on herbs and pulse, taking only sufficient to maintain 
life. They were occupied in prayer both day and night, and 
fasted often for two or three days together. Some lived in 
cells so small that they could neither stand upright nor lie 
down at ease. 3 On the site of one of these early “ laurse ” 
still stands a monastery bearing the name of the founder, 
St. Sabha, a Cappadocian who was made chief of all the 
monks in the laurae of Palestine, by Sallust the Patriarch of 

1 Cf. Montalembert, op. cit. y p. 249. 

2 Thomas of Marga, Book of the Governors , I. cxxiv. 

3 Evagrius, I., c. 21, 



21 


EARLY CHRISTIAN ASCETICISM 

* 

Jerusalem, about a.d. 490, and his Order of prayer for the 
whole year, which was used in the Jerusalem monasteries, 
is still extant. 1 

As we have noted, in Syria the ascetics carried their 
austerity of life to an extreme, inventing hardships of an 
altogether artificial character, such as the carrying of great 
stones or iron weights on their backs, and living the life of 
the wild beasts. Such extremists were the “ grazers ” 
(ftocrKoi), who ate only grass, herbs and roots, and ex- 
posed themselves almost naked to bitter frost in winter and 
scorching heat in summer. 2 It was in Syria that the pillar 
hermits or stylites made their appearance at the end of the 
fourth century. Simeon, probably the earliest, and certainly 
the most famous, of them, lived on the border of Syria and 
Cilicia, and gave himself up with great zeal to asceticism, 
and while still young gained a reputation for the power to 
work miracles. In his youth he became a monk in the 
monastery of Eusebonas near Antioch, and was conspicuous 
for his mortifications. He left the monastery in order to 
devote himself to the solitary life and lived for ten years in 
a narrow pen, and finally took to living on the top of a 
pillar. 3 Pilgrims from many countries, including Persians, 
Arabs and Armenians, came to see him: he had great author- 
ity and frequently exhorted the multitudes who thronged 
about the foot of his pillar. He is said to have converted 
thousands from among the Arabs and other nomads. 
The historian Theodoret (a.d. 387 to c. 458), in his 
Pbilotheus, states that St. Simeon healed the sick, performed 
the functions of a judge, and had much influence in public 
affairs, in addition to regulating the affairs of the Church, 
and combating heresies. Evagrius says of him, “ This man, 
endeavouring to realise in the flesh the existence of the 
heavenly hosts, lifts himself above the concerns of earth, 
and, overpowering the downward tendency of man’s 
nature, is intent upon things above : placed between earth 
and heaven, he holds communion with God, and unites 
with the angels in praising Him ; from earth, offering his 

1 Cf. R. Curzon, Visits to Monasteries in the Levant , p. 219. 

2 Evagrius, I., c. 21. 

3 Cf. Noldeke, Orient alische Ski^en y chap. vii. 
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intercessions on behalf of men, and from heaven, drawing 
down upon them the Divine favour .” 1 He died in a . d . 459 
and had several successors as pillar-saints. 

We find that well-known hermits were regarded with 
great reverence even in their lifetime, and their advice and 
counsel were frequently sought in matters secular as well as 
religious, and with this fact is closely connected the cult of 
the saints, which developed in the early centuries of Chris- 
tianity. There was a need felt for intercessors ; the dis- 
cussions concerning Our Lord’s divinity made men think 
less of His humanity, and made them desire someone near 
to themselves to act as mediator between themselves and 
God, and we find an increasing reverence paid to the relics 
and shrines of the saints, whose intercession was sought for 
temporal and spiritual benefits . 2 

In considering the place of the Syrian ascetics in the 
history of monasticism and asceticism, we can see that in 
spite of some misguided eccentricities, they did much to 
turn men’s minds to the consideration of spiritu^.things 
and to lead them to value the eternal above the temporal. 
The aim of their asceticism was, by the subjugation of the 
body, to give life to the soul. Of Isidore of Pelusium, living 
in the early part of the fifth century, we read : “ To such a 
degree did he waste his flesh by severe discipline, and feed 
his soul by elevating doctrine, as to pursue upon earth the 
life of angels and be ever a living monument of monastic 
life and contemplation of God .” 3 And what these ascetics 
had gained for their own souls by the life of Purgation, they 
sought, in many cases, to use for the service of others, as 
true saints. Some, says Evagrius, “ when by virtue they 
have attained to a condition exempt from passion, return to 
the world . . . and trample underfoot vain-glory, ... by 
a life thus all excellent and divine, virtue exercises a sove- 
reignty in opposition to Nature. . . . Life and death dwell 
together in them ... for where passion enters they must 
be dead and entombed, where prayer to God is required, 
they must display vigour of body and energy of spirit . . . 

1 Evagrius, I., c. 13. 

4 Cf. J. C. Robertson, History of the Christian Church , ii. 38 ff. 

* Evagrius, I., c. 15. 
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being, as it were, fleshless athletes, bloodless wrestlers . . . 
foes of their own desires and of nature, but devoted to the 
wills of those around them, in order that fleshly enjoyment 
may be constantly expelled, and the soul, diligently main- 
taining whatever is most seemly and pleasing to God, may 
alone bear sway : happy in their mode of existence here, 
happier in their departure hence, on which they are ever 
intent, impatient to behold Him Whom they desire.” 1 

Ascetic tendencies were no less strong in Asia Minor,' 
where, as elsewhere, asceticism was no doubt adopted in 5 
part as a substitute for martyrdom, when the cessation of 
persecution made it no longer possible to win that crown, 
or to wash out sins committed after baptism, as was gener- 
ally believed to be possible, by a martyr’s death. St. Ignatius, 
the second bishop of Antioch, in the second century, had 
said : “ Nothing either visible or invisible, stirs me to desire, 
so long as I can gain Christ. Whether it be by fire or the 
cross, by struggles with wild beasts, the cutting or tearing 
asunder of my bones, the mangling of my limbs, the bruising 
of my whole body, let all the tortures of the devil come upon 
me, so only that I attain to Jesus Christ.” 2 He also it was 
who said : “ I am the wheat of God and am ground by the 
teeth of wild beasts, that I may be found pure bread.” 3 
Succeeding generations manifested the same spirit in the 
ascetic life. It was in Asia Minor that Montanism had its 
rise about a.d. 157. Montanus, its founder, taught extreme 
asceticism, discouraged marriage, and laid down rigorous 
rules for fasting. Several of the leaders of the Christian 
Church, including Apollonius and Serapion, bishop of 
Antioch, wrote against this heretical sect, 4 but it continued 
to flourish and to spread, and it must have had an influence 
on the growth of the ascetic spirit in Asia Minor. 

The first appearance of organised asceticism, that is, : 
of the monastic life, in Armenia, was in connection 
with Eustathius of Sebaste between a.d. 330 and 340. It J 
was of a very austere character ; Eustathius condemned 
marriage, especially of the priesthood, and fasted even on 
Sundays. He taught that family ties were to be ignored, 

1 Evagrius, I., c. 21. a Eusebius, H.E., iii, 36. 

3 Ibid. 4 Ibid., v. 16-19. 
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husbands and wives were to separate, and the distinction of 
sex be done away as far as possible. He had many followers, 
and societies of Eustathian monks, living under a rigid 
discipline, were to be found not only in Armenia but also 
in Pontus and Paphlagonia. The asceticism of Eustathius was 
not approved by the authority of the Church, and a synod, 
held .at Ganga in Paphlagonia about a.d. 340, condemned 
this excessive austerity, while upholding the “ beauty and 
holiness of virginity.” 1 \ 

St. Basil the Great, who was the founder of the Greek’ 
type of monasticism, was for years a close friend of Eusta- 
thius of Sebaste, and when he began his work of religious 
revival, he found the life of asceticism already in existence 
in Asia Minor, both the solitary type and the type lived in 
the world by ascetics of both sexes. St. Basil was born 
c. a.d. 329 at Cappadocia, and to his mother Emmelia, 
mother of three bishops, a nun and a monk, of whom three 
were canonised, was due the fact that his life from the first 
was under strong religious influences. To women, indeed, 
he owed a deep debt of gratitude, for his grandmother 
Macrina gave him his first teaching in religion, and his 
sister, a younger Macrina, was responsible for his con- 
version. He was educated at Caesarea, Constantinople and 
Athens, and there formed a friendship with Gregory of 
Nazianzus ; later he went to visit the monks of Egypt, 
Palestine, Syria and Mesopotamia. About a.d. 338 Basil 
went into retreat on one side of the river Iris, opposite the 
home of his mother and sister, and there he gave himself 
up to the life of Purgation, until he was called to attend the 
Council of Constantinople in a.d. 360. In 370 he was made 
Archbishop of Cass area, but in the meantime he had been 
doing his work in gathering monks into monasteries. He 
chose the ccenobitic type of monastic life as preferable to 
the eremitic, which had hitherto prevailed in Asia Minor, 
and it was therefore the Pachomian system that he estab- 
lished, with a common table and a common prayer, under 
a common roof. He was also responsible for the foundation 
of double monasteries for men and women, ruled over by 
an abbot and abbess respectively. St. Basil sought to unite 
1 Cf. L. Pullan, The Church of the Fathers, p. 319. 
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the active with the contemplative life, and he limited the 
austerities to be practised, because work, to him, was more 
important than fasting. He drew up a Rule for his monks 
which required withdrawal from the world — for both 
spiritual and bodily retirement were necessary, in his view, 
to the truly religious life, and he also required the renun- 
ciation of possessions. His monks were to have two meals 
a day, consisting of bread and water, vegetables and fruit. 
There were fixed hours for prayers, and sleep was to be 
light and limited, “ especially at midnight is the ascetic’s 
soul alone with God, and wrapt in earnest prayer .” 1 The 
monk’s clothing was to be simple but adequate, and was to 
include robe, girdle and shoes, and he was to engage in 
labour, which was chiefly agricultural. For the more edu- 
cated, there was study and the work of instructing the boys 
and girls who were received into the monastic orphanages. 
The superior of the monastery had great authority, but he 
was controlled and assisted by a council of senior brothers. 
Frequent confession on the part of the monks was advo- 
cated. St. Basil speaks of his ascetics as “ not regarding the 
body, nor willing to spend any thought upon it, but living 
as if in flesh not their own : and showing in deed what it is 
to sojourn in this world and what it is to have one’s con- 
versation in heaven .” 2 

Side by side with St. Basil worked his friend Gregory of 
Nazianzus, who had shared Basil’s early retirement, and like 
him was raised to the episcopate and became a great writer. 
He speaks of monks as “ those men who are on the earth, 
yet above the earth ... at once bound and free . . . who 
have two lives, one which they despise, another which alone 
fills all their thoughts ; become immortal by mortification ; 
strangers to all desire and full of the calm of divine love ; 
who drink at the fountain of its light and already reflect its 
rays : chastising all voluptuousness, but plunged in ineffable 
delights : whose tears drown sin and purify the world .” 3 

St. Basil’s system of monasticism was a considerable 
advance on the primitive monachism of Egypt and else- 
where ; he brought into it Greek culture and modes of 

1 Ef>. II. 2 Ep. CCXXIII. 

3 Cf. Montalembert, op. cit., p. 264. 
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thought ; moreover, he found it a place within the circle of 
the Church’s organisation, and in a.d. 45 x the Council of 
Chalcedon passed a measure which secured the connection 
of monasteries with the organisation of the Church by direct- 
ing that no monastery be built henceforth without the con- 
sent of the bishop of the diocese, but, on the other hand, no 
monastery built with the bishop’s approval should be 
abolished or its property diminished. In the sixth century 
Basilialn monasticism spread among the anchorites of Pales- 
tine and Syria and became the prevailing rule of the East. 1 
There is today evidence of the prevalence of monasticism on 
the Anatolian plateau, in the monasteries still existing, but 
going back to the fifth century, in the ‘All Summassi Dagh, 
in the Karadja Dagh and Hassan Dagh. The remains of 
small hill-top monasteries are to be found evidently estab- 
lished for the service of monks watching over remote 
shrines in the mountains. The Council of Chalcedon made 
special mention of the “ memoria ” occupied by monks 
living under an archimandrite, and these were probably 
connected with the “ martyria ” or memorial churches so 
common in Asia Minor. 2 As we have seen above, the cult 
of the saints, and the reverence paid to their relics and 
shrines, was a result of the honour with which the ascetic 
life, which was held to be synonymous with the saintly life, 
was regarded. 

(<•) Asceticism and the Monastic Life in Mesopo- 
tamia and Persia 

From Syria and Egypt monasticism spread rapidly tol 
Mesopotamia and Persia. Edessa (the modern Urfa) stood i 
on a great trade route between the Syrian desert and the 
mountains of Armenia ; Christianity was established there 
in the second century, and it had been a centre of culture 
before it was Christian. In Ctesiphon the heresy of the 
Manichees had been promulgated, and this was always 

1 For a full account of St. Basil’s life and writings cf. W. K. Lowther 
Clarke’s St. Basil the Great. 

a G. Lowthian Bell, Monasteries and Monasticism in Central Asia 
Minor , International Congress of Religions, Oxford, 1908. 
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. ascetic in its tendencies. Mani , its founder, taught that the 
'way for man from darkness to light was by keeping the soul 
'’from all bodily defilement, and by the .practice of chastity 
| and renunciation, and the Manichees were divided into 
J monks, who were the Elect, and laymen, who were Hearers 
only ; the former abstained from marriage and the posses- 
sion of property, and observed frequent prayer and fasting. 1 ^ 
The example of the Manichees most probably had an effect 
on the growth of asceticism among the orthodox Christians 
of the country and especially on the custom which prevailed 
in the Syriac-speaking Church, by which the baptised laity, 
called the Sons and Daughters of the Covenant, lived a life 
of asceticism in their own homes, while the majority of the 
adherents of the Church were unbaptised, hearers only. 
The former were pledged to a life of celibacy and renuncia- 
tion, living under a definite rule, and later, when infant 
baptism became the rule and Christianity was established 
as the state religion, these B’nai Q’yama continued as a 
monastic community. There were also coenobites, hermits 
and anchorites to be found living the ascetic life. 2 

Among these was Aphraates, a monk who was writing 
in a.d. 337. He was by nationality a Persian, and appears to 
have been converted from heathenism. He wrote in Syriac 
and shows a profound knowledge of the Scriptures and of 
Christian theology. He was not only a monk, but a bishop, 
and is said to have been the head of the convent of Mar 
Mattai, near Mosul. He was an ascetic of the sternest type 
himself, and laid great stress on celibacy. In a discourse ad- 
dressed to penitents, he says : “ He whose heart is set on the 
state of matrimony, let him marry before baptism, lest he 
fall in the spiritual contest and be slain. He also that loveth 
his possessions, let him turn back from the army, lest when 
the battle shall wax too fierce for him, he remembereth his 
property and turn back, and he that turneth back then is 
covered with disgrace.” 3 On this subject he says also, 
“ Woman ought to dwell with woman, and man with man. 

1 Cf. F. C. Burkitt, Religion of the Manichees, p. 23. 

3 Cf. F. C. Burkitt, History of Eastern Christianity, pp. 127, 128. 
Cf. also Cam. Med. Hist., i. 5 26. 

3 Hist, of Eastern Christianity, p. 126. 
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And also whatever man desires to continue in holiness, let 
not his spouse dwell with him. Therefore this counsel is 
becoming and right and good, that I give to myself and to 
you, my beloved solitaries, and to virgins who do not 
marry and to those who have loved holiness. It is just and 
right and becoming that, even if a man should be distressed 
(thereby), he should continue alone.” 1 Aphraates holds that 
in marriage a man leaves God his Father and the Holy Spirit 
his Mother, 2 and so his mind is united with this world. 3 
Virginity, on the other hand, is the heavenly portion, the 
fellowship of the Watchers of heaven, with which nothing 
else is comparable. 4 He urges those who seek to be “ the 
children of the Good,” that is, of God, to watch and pray 
and keep vigil by night. The “ children of the Good ” fore- 
stall Satan’s attempts to ensnare them during sleep by being 
wakeful and vigilant, occupying themselves with the singing 
of psalms and prayer. If he tries to tempt them by bestow- 
ing on them worldly possessions, they foil him by giving 
these away to the poor. 6 Aphraates teaches also the tran- 
sience of this world and of this life, and bids all to rflfifember 
the approach of death. “ The upright and righteous and 
good and wise,” he writes, “ fear not nor tremble at death, 
because of the great hope that is before them. And they 
at every time are mindful of death, their exodus, and of the 
last day in which the children of Adam shall be judged. 

“ O Kings, crowned with the diadem, remember Death, 
which will take away the diadems that are set upon your 
heads, and he shall be king over you till the time when ye 
shall rise again for judgment. O ye rich, remember Death ; 
for when the time shall come, and ye shall draw nigh to him 
there, ye shall not use your wealth and possessions. O ye 
that trust in this world, let this world be despised in your 
eyes ; for ye are sojourners and aliens in the midst of it, and 
ye know not the day that ye shall be taken out of it. The 

1 Demonstration VI. Of Monks, par. 4. 

s The Spirit, denoted by a feminine word, was regarded as feminine 
in the Syriac-speaking Church. 

* Hist, of Eastern Christianity, pp. 88 ff. 

. * Of Monks, par. 19. 

• Ibid., par. 2. 
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sons of peace remember Death ; and they forsake and remove 
from them wrath and enmity. As sojourners they dwell in 
this world, and prepare for themselves a provision for the 
journey before them. On that which is above they set their 
thoughts, and on that which is above they meditate ; and 
those things which are beneath their eyes they despise. They 
abide in the world as aliens, sons of a far land ; and look 
forward to be sent out of this world and to come to the city, 
the place of the righteous. They afflict themselves in the 
place of their sojourning, and they are not entangled or 
occupied in the house of their exile. Ever day by day their 
faces are set upwards, to go to the repose of their fathers. 
As prisoners are they in this world, nor is their hope in it 
that it will continue for ever. . . . O man without sense, 
whosoever he be whose trust is in this world l” 1 

The object of asceticism, to Aphraates, was that man 
should become fit to be the dwelling-place of the Holy Spirit, 
and to that end he must pursue fasting, prayer, love, virginity, 
chastity and sadness. 

The real founder of Christian monasticism in Mesopo- 
tamia seems to have been Mar Awglm an Egyptian pearl- 
fisher who had worked at Suez, ana had one day seen the 
vision of a fiery star which shone like the disk of the sun, 
and ran along before him on the water. He finally forsook his 
calling and went to live in the monastery of Pachomius. He 
chose a number of Egyptian monks to go with him to Meso- 
potamia, and built a monastery near Nisibis. He died about 
a.d. 363, and by the end of the fourth century monasticism 
was well established in Mesopotamia. 2 The type of monastic 
life which prevailed there tended to be definitely eremitical 
and individualist. Ephraim the Syrian, who lived in Meso- 
potamia during the first three-quarters of the fourth century, 
was a disciple of Jacob of Nisibis, whom we hear of as living 
the ascetic life as early as 325 a.d. Ephraim himself lived as 
an anchorite in a cell outside the city. Throughout his life 
as a monk he ate only barley bread, with the addition of 
pulse and vegetables. His clothes were patched and drab, 
and his flesh was dried up on his bones, “ like a potter’s 

1 Of Death and the Latter Times, par. 9. 

* Thomas of Marga, I. cxxv. ff. 
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sherd.” His face was always sad and he never laughed. He 
died in a . d . 3 73 . Of him it was said that “ Ephraim of Edessa 
completed in worthy fashion the journey of the Spirit, with- 
out being diverted from the straight road, and was counted 
worthy of the grace of natural knowledge and afterwards 
of the knowledge of God and final blessedness.” 1 

Meanwhile monasticism was spreading, and in a . d . 385 
three Mesopotamian monks, Abdas, Ebedjesus andjabab, 
laha founded monasteries in Babylonia arid AraBTa. ^e find 
"that in the fifth century “ religion was established and pro- \ 
pagated, not only in Mesopotamia, Assyria, and Arabia, but 
also in Media, Persia, Armenia, Bactria, and India, for in 1 
the year a . d . 530 among the Bactrians, Huns, Persians, 
Indians, Persamani, Medes, Elamites and in the whole region 
of Persis, were numerous churches, and also bishops and 
Christian people in large numbers, and many monks and 
hesychastas — i.e., silent ones, for thus they call the soli- 
taries, the hermits and recluses.” 2 

After the Persian war of 337-363, Nisibis and thaJj>ro- 
vinces beyond Edessa were given up by Rome, and Edessa 
became the chief centre of Syriac Christianity. From 41 1 to 
43 j, the Bishop of Edessa was Rabbula, who after his con- 
version went to Jerusalem and was baptised in the Jordan. 
On his return he gave up his property to the poor, set free 
his slaves, separated from his wife, and sent his children to 
the convent schools, while he himself lived as a hermit in the 
desert and sought for martyrdom, but without success. 
After he was made bishop, Rabbula made regulations for 
the clergy and for the Sons and Daughters of the Covenant, 3 
and laid down rules for the monastic communities. These 
included the rule that those monks who had received or- 
dination as priests or deacons, and had been entrusted with 
churches in the villages, should appoint superiors to rule 
the brotherhood, but should themselves remain in charge 
of their churches. This custom of monks serving churches 
in Mesopotamia seems to have been unique in the E^st, 
though we have noticed above that it prevailed in North 
Africa. 

1 Hist. Lous., chap. xl. (1). 

* Asscm. B.O., iii. z, pp. 869, 872. 


3 See above, p. 27. 
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. Abraham of Kashkar, who was baptised in a.d. 502, was 
an ascetic, who first studied at Nisibis, and then went to 
Jerusalem and to the desert of Scete, where he learnt some- 
thing of the doctrine and principles of the Egyptian anchor- 
ites. He returned to his own country and lived at Mount 
Izla, near Nisibis, and wrote a treatise on the monastic life, 
in which he is described as being the head of the ascetics 
throughout Persia. His rules advocated a life of tranquillity, 
to be preserved by constant reading and prayer, as well as 
labour and meditation. “ Therefore,” he says, “ let us be 
constant in our cells in quietness, and let us flee from idle- 
ness.” 1 He also laid down a rule for fasting, as being 
agreeable to the example of the New Testament. “ Let us 
therefore preserve fasting,” he says, “ inasmuch as it is the 
origin of a multitude of virtues and a guide to true life.” 2 
Prayer and reading and the offices were to be observed as 
being very profitable. Silence and meekness and solitude 
were all to be practised by the monks, For, 'says Abraham, 
“ divine helps are hidden within them and without them we 
are not able to please God.” 3 During Lent, the brothers were 
to keep to their cells, and at no time were they to go about 
in the neighbourhood or leave the monastery without the 
leave of the superior. The novices were to be tested for 
three years, and then to build cells for themselves or occupy 
empty cells. Rabban Abraham lived till after a.d. 604. 4 

Of the monastic life in Mesopotamia from this time on- 
wards we have a full description by Thom as of Marga, who 
lived in the ninth century, and wrote a history oftne great 
monastery at Beth Abhe, some sixty or seventy miles to the 
north-east of Mosul. The common residence was called a 
coenobium, and the inhabitants were “ brethren.” There 
were also other classes of ascetics, including solitaries, 
dwellers in the desert, recluses, weepers, anchorites and 
pillar-saints. Each novice had to work in the service of the 
monastery for three years and then might live in a cell. The 
monks wore a tunic, girdle, cloak, head-covering, sandals, 
and a cross, and carried a staff. In summer work was carried 

1 Thomas of Marga, p. cxxxv.. Canon i. 2 Ibid., Canon z. 

3 Ibid., p. cxxxviii., Canons 5, 6. 

4 Ibid., p. cxxxix., Canon 10. 
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on from dawn till the day grew hot, then until the sixth hour 
there was reading and meditation, from the sixth to the 
ninth hour food and rest, and from the ninth hour until 
evening, rest again. 1 Seven times of prayer in the day was 
the earliest rule. The monks were under the authority of an 
abbot and director. 

v *The end and aim of all this asceticism and the renuncia- 
tions involved in the monastic life were the same in Meso- 
potamia and Persia as elsewhere. It was contemplation and 
the life of communion with God that these monks sought 
after, and their asceticism was simply to fit them for the 
object of their searchy'Thomas of Marga, while writing of 
the means, remains always conscious of the end. “ Certain 
of the fathers,” he says, “ have written in their books that 
there existeth in the heart a glorious intellectual mirror which 
the Creator of natures formed from all the visible and spiri- 
tual natures which are in creation for the great honour of His 
image, and as a means for discovering His invisibility ; and 
He made it a tie, and a bond and a completion of all natures. 
Now the fathers call it the ‘ beauty of our person, ’ ad 9 %y 
St. Paul it is called the ‘ house of love,’ and by the doctors 
the * house of peace,’ and by the wise the * house of good- 
ness,’ and by others the ‘ house of joy,’ in which dwelleth 
the spirit of adoption which we have received from holy 
baptism, and upon it shineth the light of grace. And whoso- 
ever hath cleansed this mirror of beautiful things from the 
impurity of the passions and from sin and hath renewed it 
and established it in the original condition of the nature of 
its creation, can see by the light of its glorious rays all 
spiritual things which belong to natures and to things of 
creation which are afar off, and which are near. And he is 
able by the secret power of the Holy Spirit to look into 
them closely as if they were all arranged in order, without 
any covering whatever, before his eyes. And when the 
working of God dawneth upon the souls of holy men there 
dwelleth and abideth upon it this gift of the Holy Spirit, and 
He bestoweth this gift upon the good, and maketh them to 
possess life and happiness for ever.” 2 

1 Thomas of Marga, I. cxlvii. ff, 

2 Thomas of Marga, Book of the Governors , V. xv. 
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. The ascetic life represented the practical Way to be 
trodden by those who sought the mystical knowledge 
which should lead them to the Vision of God, and 
the life in union with Him, which is the goal of all 
mysticism. 



CHAPTER III 

ASCETICISM AND THE MONASTIC LIFE AMONG WOMEN 

Asceticism and the monastic life found almost as many 
adherents among the women of the early Christian Church 
as among the men. There had been women recluses even 
in pagan times. The Roman vestals were an early example 
of women set apart to a life of chastity, and among the 
Pythagoreans, women consecrated to virginity attained to 
a high rank in the hierarchy. The celibate life became an 
ideal for women in the Christian Church earlier than for 
men, perhaps because married life was to them a greater 
hindrance to the pursuit of the life of devotion. Women 
held a high position in the early Christian Church ; we 
note that St. Paul salutes fifteen women alongside of eighteen 
men. 1 Women exercised the prophetic office, 2 and Piiieilla, 
whose name is twice mentioned before that of her husband 
by St. Paul, as if she held a more prominent position in 
the Church, was evidently a missionary and teacher of 
distinction, 3 and it has been suggested, with some reason, 
that she was the writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews. 4 
The order of deaconesses ( ministry ) is mentioned by Pliny, 
and there appears to have been an order of regular female 
ascetics, who formed an important part of the organisa- 
tion of the Church in the first three centuries, and had 
their names enrolled on the list of church officials. 6 These 
virgins did not as yet live in communities, nor were they 
bound by vows, but remained, living a life of retirement, 
in their own homes. The Acts of Paul and Thekla, written 
about a.d. 170, which appears to contain some genuine 
information about St. Paul, gives a prominent role to 
women, as prophetesses, and above all to the “ apostle ” 

1 Rom. xvi. 1-15 ; Phil. iv. 2, 3 ; 2 Tim. iv. 19 ; Philemon i. 2. 

2 Acts xxi. 9. 

3 Rom. xvi. 3 and 2 Tim. iv. 19 ; Acts xviii. 26. 

4 Cf. A. Harnack, Mission and ‘Expansion of Christianity, ii. 66. 

5 Socrates, Hist. Ecc/es ., i. 17. 
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Thekla of Iconium, who is said to have baptised, and to 
have enlightened many with the word of God. St. Clement 
of Alexandria gave it as his judgment that the virtue of man 
and of woman was one and the same. Since the God of both 
was the same, the Instructor of both was the same : they 
were members of the one Church ; of both was required one 
temperate self-control and one modesty ; they ate one 
common food, and to both marriage was an equal yoke ; 
breath, sight, hearing, knowledge, hope, obedience, love — 
all things were alike to them. So Clement concluded that 
those whose life was common had also a common grace and 
a common salvation, and that their virtue and training were 
alike. 1 In his time, women studied the Scriptures and at- 
tended the classes of the great Christian teachers and apolo- 
gists ; Origen had a number of women pupils. So that up 
to the end of the second century or later, women appear to 
have been prominent in the Christian Church as deacon- 
esses, prophetesses, teachers and missionaries, as they were 
prominent among the martyrs, for, in the persecutions, no 
distinction of sex was made. Women seem, indeed, to have 
been in the majority, at least among the upper classes, in the 
early Christian Church, and in the persecution of Licinius, 
about a.d. 322, special prohibitions were directed against 
women, as if the emperor realised that the strength of Chris- 
tianity lay in its women members. 

It is not surprising, then, that many women, at a time 
when asceticism and retirement from the world were felt 
to be the only means of attaining to the highest type of 
Christian life, should have been found ready to renounce 
all, and having turned their backs on home ties and the 
attractions of the world, should have sought the life of con- 
templation and communion with God. They took their 
part in every phase of the monastic movement in Egypt, 
and some lived the eremitic life as recluses in the desert, 
while communities of women came into existence earlier 
than those of men, and in Egypt these were to be found as ! 
early as the middle of the third century. This was made 
more possible in a country where the legal position of 
women had always been on an equality with that of men, and 

1 Padag ., i. 4. 
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wives enjoyed the same rights as their husbands 1 and where 
women were therefore more free to devote themselves at 
their own choice to the religious life. In the time of Athan- 
asius, who became Bishop of Alexandria in a.d. 327, there 
were houses of virgins in that city ; St. Ambrose (born 
before a.d. 340) also says that there were many in his time 
in Alexandria and elsewhere in the East, and St. John Chrys- 
ostom (born a.d. 344) mentions associations of virgins in 
Egypt. 2 

We are told that St. Anthony, when he renounced the 

( world, placed his sister, for whom he was responsible, in a 
“ house of virgins,” a nunnery, when as yet there were no 
similar institutions for men. Pachomius built a convent for 
his sister Mary, on the bank of the Nile opposite to Ta- 
bennisi, where his own monastery was, and there she estab- 
lished a nunnery, of which she was the abbess. Two other 
sisterhoods were formed a little later, according to the Pa- 
chomian rule, one being of four hundred sisters, situated 
near Panoplis (Akhmlm) and one at Tesmine, 3 anc^pon 
there were a dozen in existence. A large convent for women 
was founded at Atripe by the Coptic abbot Shenoudi, who 
had eighteen hundred women under his rule. There is a 
story given by Palladius 4 * of Elias, an ascetic, who was a 
great friend of virgins, and who possessed some property 
in the city of Athribe : out of pity for the women* ascetics, 
he built them a great monastery, and brought into it all the 
scattered recluses and cared for them, to the number of 
three hundred, providing them with gardens and everything 
that they could need. It is possible that this is to be identi- 
fied with Shenoudi’s convent. 6 The system of double 
monasteries seems to have been common in Egypt : the 
men, who worked at agriculture and other handicrafts, 
gave their surplus output for the needs of the women’s 
convents, while the latter provided clothes for the men. 
There was an abbess for the women corresponding to the 

1 Cf. Amelineau, op. eit., p. 7. 

2 Chrys., Homil. in St. Matt., viii. 

3 Cam. Med. Hist., p. 530. 

* Hist. Lous., xxix. 

* Gfy.-ifclist. Laus., ii. Butler’s note, p. 204. 



ASCETICISM AND THE MONASTIC LIFE 37 

abbot for the men, and some aged and discreet monk was 
appointed to give the nuns spiritual and Scriptural instruc- 
tion, while a priest and deacon went to them on Sundays to 
celebrate the Sacrament. The convent was at a distance 
from the monastery, usually with the river Nile between. 
When a nun died, her sisters prepared her body for burial 
and laid it on the river bank and the monks came over and 
took the body back with them for burial in their cemetery. 1 

The number of these women ascetics was very consider- 
able at this time. At Oxyrhyncus, a city in the Thebald, 
twelve miles south of Cairo, there were as many as twenty 
thousand nuns. 2 Palladius, during his visit to Egypt, saw 
much of the convents and of the holy women. He says that 
he finds it necessary to mention certain “ manly ” women, 
to whom God had appointed a contest equal to that of men, 
lest any should pretend that women are too feeble to attain 
to the perfection of virtue. 3 Many of the women whom he 
mentions led a life of asceticism as strenuous as that of the 
fathers, and the earliest monks showed a toleration of nuns 
and holy women, both married and single, which was less 
noticeable later ; this toleration was probably due to the 
fact that the women who established the earliest nunneries 
were closely related to the founders of the monasteries. 
There are several accounts of women who disguised them- 
selves as men and lived in monasteries, sharing the asceti- 
cism and the labours of the monks. One man who became 
a monk had a little daughter who begged that she might 
not be separated from him, so he disguised her as a boy and 
changed her name from Maria to Maryana, and she remained 
in the monastery after EerTatEer’s death and earned great 
commendation for her spiritual excellence, her sex remain- 
ing unknown. Later, she was accused of seducing a certain 
girl and being cast out of the monastery, took care of the 
girl’s child and reared him, but constantly sat by the door 
of the monastery until at last, after four years, she was re- 
admitted. Maryana lived many years after that, and pre- 
vailed mightily in the great labours of spiritual excellence, 
and not until she died was found to be a woman. 4 We hear 

1 Hist. Laus., xxxiii. 1 Paradise, i. 337. 

3 Hist. Laus., xli. 4 Paradise, i. 248 ff. 
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also of Euphrosyne, who at the age of eighteen left her 
father and husband, and disguised herself as a man, went 
into a monastery of monks and there spent thirty-eight 
years without leaving her cell. Her father at one time 
visited the monastery, but without recognising her ; later, 
when she was dying, she sent for him and revealed the secret 
of her sacrifice. 1 

In the city of Antinoe, Palladius tells us that he found 
twelve monasteries for women, among which was one ruled 
by an old woman named Amma Talis, who had spent eighty 
years in asceticism. With her lived sixty young women, who 
so loved her that it was unnecessary to have any key for the 
courtyard of the convent, because they were kept in by love 
of her. Palladius notes that she had reached such a state of 
“ apathy ” that when he entered, she came and sat by him 
and put her hands on his shoulders, with great boldness and 
freedom. One of her nuns was a certain Taor, who had 
lived for thirty years in the convent and would never accept 
any new garments, lest she should have to go out to church. 
She was very beautiful, but her chastity and modest^Were 
her protection. 2 

Another stout-hearted old ascetic was Mother Sara, who 
used to say to her brethren, “ It is I who am a man and ye 
who are women.” 3 She had lived in an upper room over- 
looking the river for sixty years, and never once looked out 
to see the river which passed by her cell. It was she who 
said, “ If I were to pray to God that all men might be built 
,up through me, I should be found expressing contrition at 
the door of each one of them : but I pray to God especially 
that my heart may be pure with Him and with every man.” 4 
An early anchorite of whom we hear was a young maiden 
named Alexandr a, who left her home in Alexandria and 
enclosed herself in a tomb, and through an opening re- 
ceived whatever she needed, and saw neither woman nor 
man for ten years. Then, having adorned herself in readi- 
ness for her death, in the tenth year she died. 6 Another 
virgin had lived the ascetic life in her village for thirty years 
and never tasted food except on Saturday and Sunday, and 

1 Montalembert, op. cit., p. 242. 2 Hist. Laus., lix. 

8 Paradise, ii. 257. 4 Ibid., ii. 173. 8 Hist. Laus., v. 
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spent her time praying. We are told how certain of the 
fathers of Scete while travelling in the desert came across a 
holy woman who had lived in a cave for thirty-eight years 
eating only grass, and had never looked upon a man. She 
died in their presence, and the fathers who had found her 
buried her. 1 One of the holy fathers told of a blessed widow, 
who had lived a life of chastity, both before and after her 
husband’s death, and had waged a successful war with 
Satan, and he adds : “ If such things as these are to be found 
in Eve, how much more ought they to be found in the 
Adam which hath been redeemed by the second Adam ?” 2 

Amongst the women who embraced the life of asceticism 
were a class of whom it might have been least expected. 
We are told that among those who came to the convents, 
the sanctuaries of virginity, were the courtesans and dancers. 
They had pursued the monks to the deserts, seeking to 
tempt them, and had themselves been vanquished by the 
power of holiness ; they had retired into the convents or 
remained in solitude, working out their repentance, and 
seeking the Divine forgiveness. Such were Mary of Egypt 
and Pelagia. The latter visited the monks in the desert, dis- 
playing all her beauty and her jewels. They turned away 
their eyes, but their bishop, who was with them, told them 
after she had gone that he had taken great pleasure in her 
beauty, for God had destined her to judge them. “ I see 
her,” he said, “ like a dove all black and stained ; but that 
dove shall be bathed in the waters of baptism and shall fly 
towards heaven white as snow.” A little while after she 
returned for baptism, gave away her goods to the poor, 
clothed herself in haircloth, and went to live in a cell on 
the Mount of Olives. Another famous courtesan was Thais, 
who led many astray by her great beauty, “ because she 
burned like a flame of fire into the hearts of those who saw 
her.” She was converted by Abba Bessarion, and burnt all 
that she had gained by her manner of life. She entered a 
convent, and remained in her cell for three years, living on 
dry bread and water. Then Paul, the disciple of St. Anthony, 
had a vision in which he saw a couch prepared in heaven, 
attended by angels, with a crown of glory laid thereon. 

1 Paradise , i. 240. 2 Ibid., ii. 270. 
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This, he thought, must be for some great saint, but a voice 
told him that it was for Thais, whose sins were forgiven, 
and fifteen days later she died. 1 

In North Africa we also find convents for women in the 
early centuries of Christianity. In the time of Tertullian and 
Cyprian, veiled virgins were recognised, and in St. Augus- 
tine’s time there were many nuns established in convents, 
one of which was ruled by his sister. One of his letters was 
written for a nunnery, and women evidently took their full 
share in the development of monachism during the fourth 
and fifth centuries in Africa. 

In Syria and Asia Minor, too, we find women ascetics at 
an early stage. Eusebius speaks of one named Ennathis, a 
woman adorned with the chaplet of virginity, who lived in 
Syria in the third century ; and Theodoret tells us of Publia, 
the deaconess, in the fourth century, who apparently lived 
at Antioch, and who had at her house a group of young 
women vowed to perpetual virginity. Palladius in the course 
of his travels met with another of these virgins, Photina of 
Laodicea, who was greatly revered, and in Antioch met 
Sabiniana the deaconess, a woman very venerable, who, he 
says, held intimate converse with God. 2 

Many great ladies of European birth, who had been 
attracted towards the ascetic life, were to be found at this 
time in the Holy Land, living a life of seclusion and piety. 
Among these was Melania, whom Palladius calls “ yj 
avdpoiTros tov 0 eov,” whom he first met in Nitria. 3 She was 
Spanish by origin, but had lived in Rome. Having been 
widowed at twenty-two, she was deemed worthy of the 
Divine love, and taking her possessions with her, she set 
sail for Alexandria, with other well-known women, and a 
number of children. Thence she went first to Nitria and 
met several of the Egyptian fathers, and later went to 
Palestine, and ministered of her substance to the saints. She 
founded a monastery at Jerusalem, and was there for twenty- 
seven years, having a group of fifty virgins under her charge. 
Rufinus of Aquileia also lived there, and the two exercised 
hospitality to many visitors to Jerusalem and settled dis- 
‘ Paradise, i. 140 ff. 4 Hist. Lasts., xli. 


* Ibid., ix. 
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putes and combated heresy . 1 We are told that her charity 
extended even as far as the dwellers in Persia. She persuaded 
her grand-daughter Melania and her daughter-in-law Albina 
to embrace the monastic life, going even to Rome to fetch 
them. Then she came back to Jerusalem and died there at 
a ripe old age . 2 Palladius travelled with both Melania and 
Sil vania, the latter being a virgin, sister-in-law to Rufinus. 
She never washed, or rested on a bed, or used a litter. She 
seems to have travelled for about three years in and about 
Palestine. She visited Sinai and the monks there, and also 
went to Mesopotamia and Edessa, and there read The Acts 
of Thomas , in which asceticism was upheld. From there she 
travelled to Haran and thence to Antioch and across Asia 
Minor. She had apparently held office in some convent, to 
the sisters of which she wrote. She was learned in sacred 
literature and had read a great deal of the writings of 
Origen, Gregory and Basil. She was thus enabled to rise, 
as on wings, above mere earthly knowledge, and by fair 
hopes, making herself a “ spiritual bird,” to pursue her 
journey towards Christ . 3 

Another of these holy women was Olympias, married, but 
a virgin, living with the Word of Truth. She gave away her 
goods and gave instruction to many women, and she was 
reckoned as a confessor . 4 Another, conspicuous for her 
sanctity and her asceticism, was Candida, wife of a Roman 
general. She gave up her daughter to the life of virginity, 
and she herself used to work all night at the mill in order 
to subjugate her body, feeling that watching was necessary, 
in addition to fasting . 6 Paula, the well-known disciple and 
companion of St. Jerome, was amongst those whom Pal- 
ladius came across, and whom he considered to have great 
capacities and to be conspicuous in the spiritual life. She 
built three convents for women at Bethlehem, and provided 
cells and lodgings there for pilgrims. St. Jerome held that 
the Christian woman who would live the perfect life must 
be a virgin and live the cloistered life apart from the world, 
knowing only her convent and the church, and he influenced 
many women to take up monastic life in Palestine. 

1 Hist. Laus., xlvi. a Ibid., liv. and lxi. 3 Ibid., lv. 

4 Ibid., lvi. 5 Ibid., lvii. 
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Among the women ascetics of Syria, as among the men, 
thete were many who went to excess in their austerities. 
Theodoretin his Philotheus_ gives instances of women who 
withdrew from the world and lived in a state of perpetual 
bodily mortification, and he himself had met with two 
women hermits who lived in the most rigid solitude within 
a narrow cell, which they allowed him to enter : he found 
them weighed down with heavy chains and unable to move, 
and they passed their days in this state. But this kind of 
asceticism represented an extreme. The women ascetics of 
Syria for the most part lived in convents and divided their 
time between good works and the life of prayer and con- 
templation, and were a force for spiritual progress and 
vitality within the Christian Church. 

The development of Montanism in Asia Minor in the 
second century, already referred to , 1 gave a prominent place 
to women. Two women, Priscilla and Maximilla, claimed, 
with the founder Montanus, the gift of prophecy, and 
became leaders of the new sect. Women were admitted to 
high office in the Montanist Church, acting as bishop^and 
priests, and celebrating the Sacraments, the first condition 
required of those who held office being the possession of 
spiritual power, which was never limited to one sex. As 
noted above, the Montanists practised an extreme asceticism, 
made a second marriage unlawful, and fasted rigorously. 
Many Christians in Phrygia became Montanists, and their 
teachings doubtless prepared the way for the acceptance by 
women of the ascetic life, and later the monastic life, in 
Asia Minor. There were Basilian nu ns from the foundation 
of the Basilian rule. As we have seen, St. Basil’s mother 
Emmelia and his sister Macrina lived at Annesi, on the 
bank of the Iris, opposite the place of his own retreat. 
There, with their household, they lived a life of true 
asceticism, and Macrina may be considered the founder of 
the conventual life tor women in her country . 2 Her brother, 
when he became bishop, opened numerous convents for 
nuns. We have seen that he inaugurated a system of double 
monasteries, following the example which Pachomius had 

‘ See above, p. 23. 

a Cf. W. K. L. Clarke’s The Life of St. Macrina. 
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set in Egypt. The abbot and abbess of such a double 
monastery worked in close touch with each other, and the 
abbot’s authority over the women was exercised through 
the abbess. In addition to the nuns, there were women 
devoted to the religious life called canonesses (< tanonica ), 
who were devout women members enrolled to devote them- 
selves to works of charity, such as taking charge of funerals, 
and other similar works of piety. They were not bound by 
a vow, nor compelled to live in a regular convent, but they 
lived apart from men, in a ccenobium of their own. One of 
St. Basil’s Letters was written to Theodora, a Canoness, 
about the year a.d. 374, and in it he admonishes her to be 
modest in dress, discreet when in the society of men, ab- 
stemious in regard to food, ready to limit herself in the 
necessities of life, humble, self-controlled, and given to 
prayer, charity, generosity, contrition and sincere faith. 1 
Another of St. Basil’s Letters was written to certain 
deaconesses, the daughters of Count Terentius. It was fitting 
that Basil, who himself owed so much to the women of his 
own family, should have found a prominent place for women 
in his efforts to revive and develop the spiritual life among 
the Christians of Asia Minor. 

We have seen how St. Basil’s one-time friend Eustathius 
of Sebaste 2 condemned marriage and encouraged the celi- 
bate life for both sexes. He persuaded many married women 
to leave their husbands and enter the monastic life ; such 
women cut their hair short and adopted male attire, ap- 
parently with the idea of getting away from sex as far as 
possible. This form of asceticism was condemned by the 
Council of Gangra in a.d. 340, which anathematized those 
who condemned marriage as inconsistent with salvation, 
and forbade virgins to exalt themselves above the married. 
But the very fact of the condemnation proves that the celi- 
bate life was in practice held to be the highest type of 
religious life, and that it had been widely adopted by women. 

Palladius, at the beginning of the fifth century, in the city 
of Ancyra, in Galatia, found virgins to the number of two 
thousand, women distinguished both for their chastity and 
their ability. Among these was Magna, greatly revered for 
1 letter CLXXIII. ”*' 3 See above, p. 23. 
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her piety, whom Palladius is at a loss to describe, whether 
as virgin or widow. She had been married to a husband, 
but had remained a virgin, and after his death she gave 
herself up wholly to the service of God, being held in 
veneration by all, including the bishops of the Church, for 
her devotion. She dispensed much kindness to the sick and 
the poor and to travellers, and laboured with her own hands, 
and spent her nights in vigil in the church. 1 

In the Syriac-speaking Church we find women ascetics 
also to the fore. The “ elect ” of the Manichees, who ab- 
stained from marriage and renounced their property, in- 
cluded women as well as men, and in the Christian Church 
of the third century we find “ Daughters of the Covenant ” 
( B’natb ffyamd) alongside of the Sons. In the Martyrdom 
of Sbamona and Guria , written in a.d. 297, is an account of 
the persecution of Diocletian against the Churches in which 
the B’ndtb Qfydma and the cloistered nuns are described as 
standing in bitter exposure, and all the Christians as being 
in affliction and grief. 2 At this same period there was at 
Nisibis a convent of fifty virgins, including Feb!Whia, a 
maiden famed for her beauty and her austerity, no less than 
for her spiritual knowledge and teaching, who suffered 
martyrdom. 3 

Aphraates writes to both the Sons and Daughters of the 
Covenant, upholding celibacy. Woman with woman ought 
to dwell, he thinks, and man with man. He writes to soli- 
taries that take no wives and virgins that are not taken to 
wife, and they that love holiness, saying : “ The fruits of 
the Tree of Life are given as food to the virgins and those 
that do the will of God, . . . those that keep holiness rest in 
the sanctuary of the Mott, High ; all the solitaries doth the 
only One from the bosom of His Father make to rejoice. 
And all the pure virgins that have been betrothed to the 
Messiah, there they light their torches and with the Bride- 
groom do they enter the marriage chamber . . . theirs is 
the Bridegroom that doth not withdraw for ever.” 4 Ad- 

1 Hist. Laus., lxvii. 

3 F. C. Burkitt, Early Eastern Christianity, pp. 131, 132. 

3 Montalembert, op. cit., p. 221. 

4 F. C. Burkitt, Early Eastern Christianity, p. 138. 
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dressing the Daughters of the Covenant, Aphraates says : 
“ O virgins who have betrothed yourselves to the Messiah, 
when one of the Sons of the Covenant shall say to one of 
you, ‘ I will dwell with thee and thou minister to me,’ then 
shalt thou say to him : * To a royal Husband am I betrothed 
and to Him do I minister ; and if I leave His ministry and 
minister to thee, my Betrothed will be wroth with me and 
will write me a letter of divorce and will dismiss me from 
His house, and while thou seekest to be honoured by me, 
and I to be honoured by thee, see lest hurt come upon me 
and thee. Take not fire in thy bosom lest it burn thy gar- 
ments, but be thou in honour by thyself, and I will be by 
myself in honour.’ Rabbula also drew up regulations 
for these Daughters of the Covenant, who seem to have 
corresponded to the Canonesses already mentioned in con- 
nection with the Church in Syria and Asia Minor, 2 and these 
regulations were the same as those for the men living under 
this rule. A layman who dared to marry a Daughter of the 
Covenant, and the maiden who consented, were to be 
arrested and judged and sent to monasteries for penance. 3 

Evidently convents for women were already in existence 
in Rabbula’s time, and at a later period a “ convent of 
Daughters of the Covenant ” is mentioned as existing in 
the village of Beth Tehunai. 4 Hlra, on the border of the 
Persian Empire, was a centre of Christianity, but was ruled 
by a heathen king. In the sixth century, we read, the 
king al-Mundhir sacrificed a number of Christian nuns to 
his god al-‘Uzza. We hear also of a virgin nun and recluse 
of the sixth century in Mesopotamia, of whom one of the 
fathers, Mar-yahbh, related that in the mountains he found 
a holy woman, whose garment was made of dried grass, and 
who fed upon roots and fruit, and she had a child. Mar- 
yahbh, speaking of this child, says : “ Now the girl whom 
the Guardian of all mankind raised up from her was, like 
Mary, in the stead of Eve, heaven instead of earth, and a 
life-bearer instead of a death-bearer. And it came to pass not 
long after this that the holy woman, her mother, died, 

1 F. C. Burkitt, op. at., p. 139. s See above, p. 43. 

3 F. C. Burkitt, op. at., pp. 146, 147. 

* Thomas of Marga, ii. 325, 
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having led a life of good deeds which were pleasing to God, 
and she left the divine woman, her daughter, in her place.” 
Mar-yahbh sometimes visited the daughter, and he used to 
say of her that, “ Although she was in the world, she was 
not of the world. And I know not at all if she ever lifted 
her eyes and looked in my face, for her mind was led captive 
by the vision of God.” 1 

We find, then, that women, no less than men, in these 
early centuries of the Christian era, were prepared to re- 
nounce the world and ail its attractions, and to embrace the 
life of solitude and seclusion. The religious life for women 
was held in great honour, and holy women were held to be 
saints, and received the reverence due to their sanctity, both 
during their lifetime and, as we have seen, at shrines after 
their death. The Nestorian controversy in the fifth century 
raised the Blessed Virgin to a rank above all the saints, in 
giving her, in all save the Nestorian Church, the title of 
Mother of God (Ocotokos), and the idea of a woman 
mediator was welcomed. So the cult of the saints, •'jjgjjnen- 
as well as men, was developed. But the aim of the women 
ascetics and nuns was, first and foremost, holiness of life, to 
be attained, pardy by service to mankind — for many of these 
religious women gave themselves to the care of the poor and 
sick — but still more by prayer and meditation, so that in 
the end they might attain to the mystic’s goal, and like the 
blessed woman whom Mar-yahbh visited, they might be led 
captive by the Vision of God. 

1 Thomas of Marga, ii. 73-75. 



CHAPTER IV 

EARLY MYSTICISM IN THE NEAR EAST 

Since the ideal of Mysticism is the direct intercourse of the 
soul with God, we can well understand that it was among 
the ascetics and in the monasteries that the mystics were 
to be found. The aim of asceticism and the monastic life 
was the conquest of self, and renunciation, in order that the 
ascetic, having purified himself from all that would hinder 
his approach to the Divine, might live the perfect life of the 
soul, face to face with God, in direct intercourse with Him.\ 
In the silence of the desert, and in the solitude of his cell, 
the mystic could ascend, freed from the entanglements of 
matter, to the mountain-tops, where he could contemplate 
and hold communion with the Absolute. 

Mysticism had indeed been inherent in the teaching of 
Christianity from the beginning. St. Paul was himself a 
mystic and a teacher of mystical doctrine. The soul, to him, 
was the “ image and glo ry of God,” but if it was to return 
again to God, there must be a cleansing from all defilement 
both of flesh and spirit. “ To be carnally minded,” he says, 
“ is death, but to be spiritually minded is life and peace .” 1 
By self-mastery and enlightenment and love, the seeker 
might attain to the Vision of God, to be spiritually discerned 
only by those fitted to receive it, not by the finite, human 
understanding. “ Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither 
have entered into the heart of man the things which God 
hath prepared for them that love Him. But God hath re- 
vealed them unto us by His Spirit .” 2 Those who have 
known and seen become the children of God, in whom 
and with whom He dwells, and through whom He works, 
and thenceforth they live in conscious union with Him. 

“ As many as are led by the Spirit of God, they are the sons 
of God .” 3 Here we have in germ the doctrine of deification, 
and in the most beautiful of all the mystic images which he 

1 Rom. viii. 6. 3 i Cor. ii. 9, 10. 3 Rom. viii. 19. 
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uses, St. Paul shows how those who gaze upon the Divine 
Beauty themselves become Godlike : “ We all, with open 
face beholding as in a glass the glory of the Lord, are 
changed into the same image from glory to glory, even as 
by the Spirit of the Lord.” 1 

St. John, though he gives us no account of his own 
religious experience, includes much mystical teaching in his 
theology, which was plainly influenced by Platonism. To 
him God is Light and Love and Spirit, but since the Abso- 
lute Godhead cannot be seen or known, He is manifested] 
^through God revealed, the Logos. To St. John, religion is 
'essentially an inward process of growth, depending upon 
direct experience. The end is Eternal Life, and the way 
thereto is by rebirth, the way of purgation, and the death 
of the carnal self, that the spiritual self may come to life. 
“ It is the Spirit that quickeneth, the flesh profiteth 
nothing.” 2 Faith is shown in self-sacrifice, and this is in- 
spired by Love ; “ Love is of God,” he writes, “ and every- 
one that loveth is born of God and knoweth God. HqEtat 
loveth not knoweth not God ; for God is Love.” 3 To mose 
who, in faith and love, have died toTellpGod grants the 
mystic union, whereby they partake of His divine Life, and 
abide in Him. “ If a man love Me,” says the Logos, “ he 
will keep My words and we will come unto him, and make 
our abode with him.” 4 This unitive life, lived in God, 
means an ever-present sense of the Divine power working 
within ; “ Hereby we know that we dwell in Him and He 
in us, because he hath given of His Spirit.” 5 


(a) St. Clement of Alexandria 

St. Clement of Alexandria, 6 in the second century, aimed 
at constructing a Christian “ gnosis,” whereby the Christian 
who was fitted for it might be initiated into the higher 
mysteries of his faith. He conceives of God as the One 
Reality, Alone Almighty, the Creator and Ruler of the 
World. “ If there is manifest round about us,” he writes 

1 Eph. iiL 19. 2 John vi. 63. 

4 John xiv. 23. 8 x John iv. 13. 

8 Bom a.d. 1 jo, died before a.d. 216. 


3 1 John iv. 7, 8. 
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in his Exhortation to the Greeks , “ a certain perception of 
Divine Power, then nothing else is left but to confess that 
the one true God is the Only One Who really is and is Self- 
existent .” 1 Again he writes : “ Regard the whole universe ; 
that is His handiwork. Heaven, the sun, the angels and men 
are the works of His fingers. How great is the power of 
God ! His will alone is creation ; for God alone created, 
since He alone is truly God. By the expression of His will 
alone His work is accomplished, and the existence of the 
world results from a single act of that Will. Let none of 
you worship the sun, but let him rather long after the Maker 
of the sun .” 2 God is the Lover of all He has made ; He is 
Perfect Goodness, and man may be made like to God by 
learning to know Him, by the indwelling of the Word in 
him, by purity, and by freedom from passion (airaOeia). 
In The Rich Man’s Salvation St. Clement writes : “ We must 
therefore store up in the soul from the very beginning the 
greatest and most valuable of the doctrines leading to life, 
namely to know the eternal God as both the Giver of eternal 
gifts and the First and Supreme and the Only Good God. 
And we can come to possess God (only) through knowledge 
and apprehension, for this is the fixed and imm ut able begin- 
ning and foundation of life . . . the knowledge of God 
Who is Self-Existent, the Giver of all existence, that is, of 
all that is eternal, from Whom it is that all else derives both 
its origin and its subsistence. Ignorance of Him is death, 
but full knowledge of Him and appropriation of Him, and 
love to Him, and growth in His Likeness, this alone is true 
life .” 3 

It follows from this conception of God as the Sole Reality 
that man, if he is also real, must be a partaker in the Divine 
Nature. “ There is a certain Divine emanation instilled into 
all men without exception, but especially does it enter into 
those who spend their time in meditation ; it is for this 
reason that they admit, even though against their will, that 
God is One, unbegotten and immortal, and that somewhere 
on high He truly exists unto eternity. Not even the sun 
could ever reveal to us the true God. The life-giving Word 
or Reason, Who is the Sun of the soul, alone is able to do 
1 Protrepticus, x. 2 Ibid., iv, 3 Quis dives salvetur, vii. 
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it ; through Him and Him only, when His rays have shone 
upon the inmost recesses of the mind, the soul’s eye is 
illuminated.” 1 The last words show that St. Clement recog- 
nised that the soul possessed a spiritual sense, whereby it 
was able intuitively to receive the revelation of God. The 
soul itself is conscious of its high destiny, and knows itself 
to be distinct from that which is merely temporal and 

E erishes. “From the beginning,” says St. Clement, “ye 
ave been immortal and children of eternal life, and ye 
desired to take death upon yourselves, so that ye might 
drain it to the dregs, and destroy it, that Death might die in 
you, and through you : for if ye destroy the world, without 
yourselves being destroyed, ye are lords of the universe and 
of all that is mortal.” 2 To him, the gnostic soul is a divine 
image, made like unto God Himself, adorned with perfect 
virtue, due to the formative action of nature, discipline, and 
reason, and the soul, thus beautified, can, and does, become 
a temple of the Holy Spirit. 3 

He urges men to enter upon the mystic Path whict^leads 
unto eternal life, the life of God. “ Do you still remain 
blind,” he asks them, “ and unwilling to look up to the 
Master of all and the Lord of the Universe ? Will you not 
flee from the prisons of this earth and escape to the pity 
which comes from heaven ? For God, out of His great love 
to the human race, still keeps hold of man. He is a Father, 
Who seeks after His creature. Why do we not receive the 
Word with open ears and entertain God as guest in souls 
made pure from stain ?” 4 In the search after salvation and 
eternal life, which is the unitive life in God, the gnostic has 
the fellowship of others like-minded with himself ; he with 
them is to be builded up into a holy temple, the Church 
Invisible, the Communion of the Saints. “ Let us strive,” 
St. Clement writes in his Exhortation to the Greeks , “ after 
salvation and the new birth. Let us, who are many, strive 
to be united into one love, corresponding to the Unity of 
the One Being. So also, let us follow after unity by the 
practice of good works, seeking the good Monad. For the 
union of many into one, bringing a divine harmony out of 

1 Protrepticus, vi. 3 Strom., iv. 89. 

3 Strom., vii. 64. * Protrepticus, x, ix. 
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many diffused sounds, becomes one symphony, following 
one leader and teacher, the Word, until it reaches the Truth 
itself.” 1 But the gnostic, before he can attain unto salvation, 
must tread the Way of Purgation, being purged as by fire, 
not the all-devouring flame of common life, but the discern- 
ing flame which penetrates the soul that walks through fire. 2 
St. Gement tells us of what sort this purification must be ; 
it is the cleansing of the soul from its vices and the adorn- 
ment of it with the virtues acceptable to God. “ If you desire 
to see God in truth,” he writes, “ partake of purifications 
meet for Him, not of laurel-leaves and fillets decked out 
with wool and purple, but being crowned with righteous- 
ness, let your wreath be wrought from the leaves of self- 
control and seek ye diligently after Christ. * For I am the 
door/ He says somewhere, and I know well that He Who 
opens this door, so long closed, will afterwards unveil what 
is within, and bring to light what could not have been 
known, had we not entered through Christ, through Whom 
alone the vision of God is revealed. He is the Word of 
Truth, the Immortal Word, Who has built His temple in 
man, that in man He may establish God. Cleanse the temple 
and cast aside pleasure and heedlessness, like the flower that 
lives but a day, to the wind and fire, but strive in all wisdom 
for the fruits of temperance, and offer yourselves as first- 
fruits to God, so that you may be not only His work, but 
also a source of joy to Him.” 3 

By constant self-discipline and the cherishing of that j 
which is Divine within him, the gnostic seeks to serve God, 
caring for none of the fair things of this world, lest they 
should tie him down to earth. He is temperate and passion- 
less, unaffected by pleasures and pains, as the diamond is 
said to be against the fire, knowing that he who holds inter- 
course with God must have his soul undefiled and spotlessly 
pure. 4 In seeking for the “ apathy ” which is essential to 
the gnostic’s aim, “ for salvation belongs to pure and pas- 
sionless souls,” the gnostic knows that he will have the 
Divine help. “ When exercising discipline and striving after 
the passionless state by himself man accomplishes nothing, 

1 Protreptieus, ix. * Strom., vii. 34. 

3 Protreptieus, i, xi. 4 Strom., vii. 67, 49. 
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but if it is evident that he is eagerly longing after this, and 
is making every effort thereto, he prevails by the help of the 
power that comes from God. For God breathes His own 
power into willing souls, but if ever they cease to be willing, 
then, too, the Spirit given from God is withheld.” 1 St. 
Clement urges the would-be gnostic to practise quiet of 
word and deed, of speech and gait, so that the mind may 
remain steadfast. The mind, he says, ought to prevail over 
the passions, since “ it is seated on high on a quiet throne, 
gazing only upon God.” 2 ^ 

The gnostic must give much time to prayer, because . 
through prayer he seeks converse with God. Therefore he ■' 
must constantly turn his soul to God and communicate his 
inmost thoughts to Him, by night as well as by day. Sleep 
should not be allowed to keep him from his prayers and 
hymns to God, for overmuch sleep is a rival to death, and 
instead of such fleshly indulgence the gnostic should choose 
the joys which God seeks to bestow, and let meditation upon 
the Divine lead him ever upward to heaven. 3 St. Cl aaj cnt 
gives a place to mental prayer, saying that it is possible to 
send up a voiceless prayer, if only the one who prays brings 
his whole spiritual effort to bear upon the inner voice of the 
mind, in undistracted turning to God. 4 Prayer , he says, is 
intercourse with God, and though we may address Him 
without opening tEeTips, in silence, yet our cry will reach 
Him from the innermost recesses of the heart, and while 
we are thinking upon God, He will be near us and with us. 6 

In all his upward striving, the mystic is inspired by Love,\ 
for before all things the gnostic is a lover of God ; he is i 
distinguished from the ordinary believer in being actuated 
solely by love, and love, says St. Clement, surpasses all 
knowledge in holiness and sovereignty. By it, the gnostic 
becomes a truly perfect man and the friend of God. 6 “ Love 
goes with us,” St. Clement writes in The Rich Man’s Salva- 
tion, “ into the fullness of God and increases the more when 

E erfection has been granted. For if anyone admits love into 
is soul, even though he be born in sins and have allowed 

1 Quis dives salvetur, zi. 2 To the Newly Baptised, p. 371. 

a Ibid., p. 370. * Strom., vii. 43. 

5 Strom., i. 7. 8 Strom., vii. 68. 
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many things to hinder him, he is able, by increase of love 
and the admission of pure repentance, to retrieve his errors. 
For in proportion as a man loves God, does he penetrate 
further into the inmost shrine of God.” 1 

'So the gnostic is led on to that perfect end which knows 
no end, and learns what is that future life, lived according to 
the will of God, among those who are Divine, and he 
becomes transformed into that divine and holy state which 
is really natural to the soulvAs he passes through the 
mystic stages, he receives more and more illumination and 
enlightenment, until at last love, which teaches the pure in 
heart to look upon God face to face, restores him to that 
supreme place of rest, and once again he is possessed of 
complete certainty and perfect comprehension. 2 St. Clement 
uses the language of the Greek mysteries to describe the 
process of initiation by which the gnostic is at last admitted 
into that pure Light, which is the radiance of the very 
Presence of God. It is in the “ blaze of torches ” that the 
mystic sees the vision of God, when the Lord reveals the 
sacred mysteries, and marks the worshipper with His seal, 
and gives him light to guide him on his way into the very 
Sanctuary of God, where he shall be safe for evermore. It 
is Jesus, the great High Priest, Who calls to the gnostic to 
come to initiation, saying : “ To you alone of all mortal 
beings, I give the joy of immortality. And I give unto you 
the Divine Word, the true knowledge of God, I give unto 
you Myself in perfection.” So St. Clement bids the initiate 
hasten to accept the gift and to take upon himself immor- 
tality. 3 Elsewhere he gives us a wonderful picture of that 
mystic experience which confers immortality, even deity, 
upon the purified soul. “ Those gnostic souls are carried 
away by the splendour of the Vision, and being reckoned as 
holy among the holy, and rapt away, they attain to the 
highest of all regions, and then, not in or through mirrors 
do they greet the Divine Vision, but with loving hearts they 
feast eternally upon that never-ending sight, pure and 
radiantly clear, enjoying a delight that never cloys, unto 
unending ages. This is the apprehensive vision of the pure 
in heart, and this is the work of the perfected gnostic, to 
1 38 , 27 . 2 Strom., vii. 56 . 3 Protrepticus, xii. 
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hold intercourse with God, being made like, as far as 
possible, unto the Lord, . . . he is indeed making and form- 
ing himself like unto God, assimilating, as far as may be, to 
that which is by nature passionless, that which has been 
subdued by discipline to apathy, and this by holding undis- 
tracted intercourse and communion with the Lord.” 1 

It is thus that the mystic enters upon the unitive life ; • 
knowing God, he shall be made like to Him, and he becomes 
God, for God so desires it. By being deified into apathy, the 
soul becomes Monadic without stain. 2 Now the gnostic 
abides in the rest of God, being already holy and divine, 
bearing God within him, and being borne by God. 3 So, 
finally, St. Clement brings into Christian mysticism the idea 
of deification, the logical conclusion of the doctrine of union 
with the Divine, as the goal of the mystic’s quest. 

(b) St. Basil the Great 

St. Basil undoubtedly owed much of his mysticism to the 
teachings of Origen (a.d. 185-254), who had held that t#* 
world, since it was the work of God and bore His impress, 
could be the means of ascent for the soul, which at first was 
perfect, but had fallen from its high estate. The soul, by 
means of earthly things, could rise to understand spiritual 
mysteries and be raised to the contemplation of the invisible 
and eternal, when it would see the nature of the Ideal, and 
look upon the beauty of Truth itself. St. Basil, too, regarded 
the mystical contemplation of God as the end and aim of 
the ascetic and solitary life, which he advocated so ardently, 
and which, as we have seen, he made possible for so many 
devoted Christians of both sexes, in his own country. He is 
chiefly concerned with teaching the mystic way. There is 
only one means of securing the tranquillity needed for con- 
templation, and that is separation from the world altogether, 
and that not simply by bodily separation, but by the sever- 
ance of the soul from sympathy with the body, renunciation 
of all possessions, and retirement into solitude. The begin- 
ning of the soul’s purgation is tranquillity, for when the 

1 Strom., vii. 3. 2 Strom., iv. 152. 


3 Strom., vii. 13, 82. 



EARLY MYSTICISM IN THE NEAR EAST 55 

mind is not distracted by extraneous things, nor dissipated 
over the phenomenal world through the senses, it with- 
draws into itself, and of its own initiative ascends towards 
the contemplation of God, and being enlightened without 
and within, when that Divine Beauty shines about it, the 
soul becomes oblivious of its own nature and devotes all its 
efforts to the attainment of that which is eternal. 1 

Prayer is a means towards this end, and St. Basil com- 
mends it, aT*giviTig"rIse within the soul to a distinct con- 
ception of God. But prayer is not a matter simply of re- 
quests, nor is it limited to words ; it represents rather an 
attitude towards God, the attitude of adoration and of loving 
intercourse. “ Prayer,” he writes, “ is a petition for good 
addressed by the pious to God. But we do not by any means 
limit our petition to words. Nor do we suppose that God 
requires to be reminded by our speech. I say, then, that we 
ought not to regard our prayer as completed by the syllables 
we utter. The s trength of prayer lies in the pu rpo se of our 
soul, and in deeds of virtue affecting our life at every point'. 
When you seat yourself at table, pray. As you lift up the 
loaf, offer thanks to the Giver. When your need for taking 
food has passed away, let not the thought of the Benefactor 
pass away too. Is the day finished ? Give thanks to Him 
Who has given us the sun for our daily work, and has pro- 
vided for us fire with which to light up the night and to 
serve the other needs of life. Let night provide fresh occa- 
sions for prayer. When you gaze at the heavens and fix your 
eyes upon the beauty of the stars, adore the Lord of the 
visible world, God, the Arch-Artificer of all things, Who 
in wisdom hath made them all. When you behold all animate 
nature wrapt in sleep, then again worship Him Who by 
sleep releases us, even though we be unwilling, from the 
strain of continuous toil, and, by a brief repose, restores our 
strength once more. Let not the whole night be the special 
and peculiar property of sleep, but let it be divided between 
sleep and prayer. Nay, let sleep itself be an exercise in piety, 
for such as our life and conduct have been, so also of neces- 
sity will be our dreams. So shall we pray without ceasing, 
if we pray not only in words, but unite ourselves to God 
1 Epis. II., Gregorio , par. 2. 
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through all the course of life, and so will our life become 
one ceaseless and uninterrupted prayer.” 1 

Again, St. Basil writes of the need of purity for those who 
would see God, and this is to be obtained by the true asceti- 
cism, abstention not merely from that which might defile 
the body, but from all evil which may assault and hurt the 
soul. Fasting he commends because it “ begets prophets 
and strengthens the strong. Fasting makes law-givers wise, 
is the soul’s safeguard, the body’s trusty companion, the 
armour of the champion, the training of the athlete.” 2 But 
the true fast is alienation from evil, just as real abstinence is 
not abstention from earthly food, but is complete abandon- 
ment of one’s own wishes. We have always to remember 
that the body which is given to man’s soul for it to dwell in 
is called the tabernacle of God, and is therefore not ours but 
His. As those who live on land not their own, cultivate the 
estates for the owner, so we too, entrusted with the flesh, 
must tend it with care and make it bear fruit for Him Who 
gave it. If it thereby become worthy of God, it becomes in 
truth His tabernacle , for He makes His dwelling in -fh e 
saints. Then comes progress to that which is more perfect, 
for the sojourner in this body shall come to that heavenly 
country, bright and adorned with splendour, which is the 
city of the living God, the assembly of the saints, for he has 
become “ the perfect man, that is, he who is ordained to 
ascend to the life of everlasting peace.” 3 St. Basil regards 
contrition as a mark of grace. “ The lamentations and tears 
of the saints are caused by their love to God. So, with their 
eyes directed always towards the Object of their love, and 
thence increasing their own joy, they devote themselves 
to the interests of their fellow-servants, weeping over 
sinners, in order to bring them to better ways by their 
tears.” 4 

The self must be conquered by those who aim at spiri- 
tual perfection, and this can only be accomplished by 
those who, impelled by love, look ever towards their goal. 

1 Horn. V., In martyrem Julittam, par. 3. 

2 Horn. I., De Jejunio , pars. 6 and 10. 

3 Horn. I., In Psalmam XIV par. 1. 

4 Horn. IV., De Gratiarum actions . 
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“ Hold fast,” says St. Basil, “ to the rudder of life. Guide 
thine eye, lest at any time through the eyes there should 
beat upon thee the impetuous wave of lust. Guide ear 
and tongue, lest the one receive anything hurtful or the 
other speak forbidden words. Beware lest the tempest of 
passion overwhelm thee, or any terrors of the future beat 
thee down, or any weight of sorrow submerge thee in 
its depths. Our states of mind are like the waves : if thou 
dost rise above them, thou wilt be a safe steersman of life. 
Hear, then, how it is possible to acquire the steersman’s 
skill. It is customary for those on the sea to lift up their 
eyes to the heavens. So also do thou raise thine eyes to 
heaven and look upon the sun of righteousness. Guided by 
the commandments of the Lord, as by some shining con- 
stellations, keep thine eye sleepless. Truly, if thou dost 
never slumber at the helm, whilst thou livest here, amid the 
unstable circumstances of this world, thou shalt receive the 
help of the Spirit, Who shall conduct thee ever onward. He 
shall carry thee safely by the gentle winds of peace, till thou 
shalt come safe and sound to the calm and serene haven of 
the Will of God.” 1 Such self-discipline and self-purification 
will fit the soul to become the companion of God, for not 
to be corrupted is to have part with God, just as to be cor- 
rupted is to have part with this world. Self-discipline is the 
denial of the body and the self and the confession of God, 
for it means the withdrawal from what is mortal and from 
all rival claims to Him, and life in His Spirit, and in union 
with Him. That one who has not admitted impurity into 
his heart is henceforth strong enough to endure all labours, 
and though he have died to the body, he is alive for ever 
in the Spirit. He has become, through self-purification, like 
unto God Himself, for God desires nothing, having all 
things in Himself. He seeks after nothing, for He has no 
sense-experiences through eyes or ears : He needs nothing, 
for He is in all respects complete and perfect. If we have 
the patience to undergo such a purification, and set our love 
not on this world, says St. Basil, but on the life above, we 
shall be found there, in that abode towards which we direct 

1 Horn. XII., In principium Proverbiorum, par. 17. 

5 
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our mind. For the mind is the eye whereby we see the un- 
seep things of God. 1 

''St. Basil holds that the kingdom of Heaven is not to be 
considered as anything else but the true contemplation of 
Reality, which the Holy Scriptures call “ blessedness,” for 
the kingdom of Heaven is within the soul, and as for the 
inner man, it consists of nothing but contemplation/ So it 
follows that the kingdom of Heaven must be contemplation. 
“ For as the senses perceive things sensible, so does the mind 
lay hold of things mentally perceptible. So also the mind, 
being bound in the fetters of the flesh, and filled with the 
phantasies of the same, needs faith and right conduct, and 
then it shall do all that is necessary to make its feet like 
hart’s feet, and to set it upon high places.” 2 Through this 
mystic contemplation, the soul attains to the unitive life, 
and of the means by which this is effected, St. Basil says, 
“ The Divine Spirit is not brought into communion with 
the soul by local approximation, for how could there be a 
corporeal approach to the incorporeal ? ” This association 
results by withdrawal from the passions which have tafcen 
possession of the soul through its friendship to the flesh, 
and which have alienated it from its close relationship with 
God. And so, after a man is purified from the shame by 
which he was defiled through his evil-doing, and has re- 
turned to his natural beauty, as it were cleansing the Royal 
Image, and restoring its ancient form, it is possible for him 
to draw near to the Spirit of God. And He, like the sun, 
having found a purified eye, will show to it in Himself the 
image of the Invisible, and in the blessed contemplation of 
the image will be seen the unspeakable beauty of the Arche- 
type. “ Through His aid, hearts are lifted up, the weak are 
led by the hand, and they who are advancing are brought to 
perfection. By His illumination of those who are purified 
from all defilement. He makes them spiritual by fellowship 
with Himself. Just as bright and transparent bodies, in con- 
tact with a ray of light, themselves become translucent, and 
emit a fresh radiance from themselves, so souls wherein the 
Divine Spirit dwells, being illuminated thereby, themselves 

1 Epis. CCCLXVL, Ad Urbicium monarchum . 

2 Epts. VIII., Apologia ad Casarienses , par. 12. 
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become spiritual and give forth their grace to others. Hence 
comes their foreknowledge of the future, the understanding 
of mysteries, the comprehension of what is hidden, the dis- 
tribution of good gifts, the heavenly citizenship, a place in 
the choirs of angels. Hence comes to them unending joy, 
abiding in God, being made like unto God, and, which is 
highest of all, being made God.” 1 

Now is the soul deified, made one with the Divine, be- 
cause the Divine is within it, and of the effect of the unitive 
life, St. Basil says, “ the indwelling of God is this — to have 
God ever in mind, established within us. We thus become 
temples of God whenever our recollection of Him is not 
interrupted by earthly thoughts, nor the mind disturbed by 
unexpected passions, but escaping all these, the lover of 
God withdraws to Him. 

( t ) St. Gregory of Nyssa 

St. Basil’s brother, Gregory of Nyssa, has left mystical 
teaching of a still more comprehensive type. Gregory was 
born probably in 335 or 336 a.d. at Caesarea, in Cappadocia, 
and for his sanctity, and his work in teaching others, was 
given the name of the “ Father of the Fathers ” and the 
“ Star of Nyssa.” Basil gave him his first secular instruc- 
tion, while his mother and his sister Macrina were respon- 
sible for his religious education. To his sister also he owed 
his conversion, after which he retired to Basil’s monastery, 
and gave himself up to the study of the Scriptures and of 
the writings of Origen. Basil made him Bishop of Nyssa, 
much against his will. He dial probably in 395 a.d. 

In Gregory’s theosophy, God is the Self-Existent One, 
Infinite, Changeless, Transcendent, Eternals God is the 
First Cause, to which the whole universe owes its existence, 
for it is impossible to contemplate anything as being quite 
outside the Divine Nature, since that would presuppose 
two Creative Principles. 3 The Godhead is Reason and 
Wisdom and Perfect Goodness and Truth and Love. 
“ For,” says St. Gregory, “ the life of the Supreme Being is 

1 De Spiritu Sancto, ix. 2}. 2 Epis. II., par. 4. 

3 De Inf antibus qui pramature abripuintur. 
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Love, since the Beautiful is of necessity beloved by those 
who recognise it. For the Divine does recognise it and this 
recognition becomes love, because that which is recognised 
is essentially Beautiful. Presumptuous satiety cannot touch 
the True Beauty, and the capacity to love the Beautiful not 
being disturbed by satiety, the Divine Life will for ever 
manifest itself in Love.” 1 

It was because of this superabounding love, which is the 
life of the Godhead, that man was created, that God might 
be manifested in a being who should participate in the 
Divine perfections. “ For it was needful that the Light 
should not be unseen, nor the Divine Glory without wit- 
ness, nor Its goodness unenjoyed, nor all the other attributes 
which are to be seen in the Divine Nature become inopera- 
tive, with none to share in them or profit by them. If, then, 
man comes into existence, for the sake of these things, in 
order to become a partaker of the Divine bounty, it is neces- 
sary that he should be fashioned in such a way that he may 
be fit to share in these good things. For as the eye, through 
the bright rays which by its nature are contained in it,^8mes 
into fellowship with the light, and attracts to itself, by its 
innate power, that which is akin to it, so it was necessary 
that there should be mingled in human nature something of 
the Divine Nature, in order that by means of this affinity 
it should aim at that which is proper to it.” 2 

Man was therefore created to be the incarnate likeness of 
the Divine transcendent Power. Man was made in the image 
of God that like might be able to see like, and to St. Gregory 
to see God is the very life of the soul. The soul of man, 
then, though created and therefore not identical with the 
Creator, is possessed by nature of a godlike beauty and is, 
by its affinity to the Deity, of necessity attracted towards 
the One. “ Since of all that is good, the most Beautiful and 
Perfect is the Godhead Itself, to which all things that desire 
the beautiful tend, for this reason we say also that the mind, 
which is made in the image of the Supremely Beautiful, so 
long as it partakes, as far as may be, of the likeness of the 
Archetype, also itself abides in beauty, but if it departs from 

1 De Anima et Resurrectione. 

* Oratio catecbetica magna, c. v. 
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this, it is stripped of the beauty in which it was.” 1 It is when 
the soul recedes from that Perfect Beauty, that evil is en- 
gendered within it and takes possession of the will. “Then 
that godlike beauty of the soul, which was displayed in 
accordance with its Archetype, like iron blackened with vile 
rust, no longer preserves the grace of that image which 
belongs to it, but is transformed to the ugliness of sin.” 2 

When the image has been thus disfigured, it is only by 
purification that the soul can be freed from its hindrances 
and again be drawn towards the Divine Spirit. For none 
can come near the purity of the Divine Being who has not 
first himself become such. “ It is not possible for the soul 
to be united with the incorruptible Godhead unless it be- 
come itself, through its virginity, as pure as possible, so 
that, by means of that likeness, it may be able to apprehend 
that to which it is like, placing itself like a mirror beneath 
the purity of God, so that it may mould itself upon the 
Archetypal Beauty, by its fellowship therewith and its vision 
thereof.” 3 Therefore the soul which seeks to gaze upon 
heavenly delights and to attain to union with God must 
turn itself aside from earth and all worldly business. The 
mind which “ pours itself into many channels ” cannot win 
its way to knowledge and the love of God. The heart must 
be disengaged from the affection of material things if it is 
to give itself to the contemplation of the immaterial Beauty. 
The beauty of natural things must be regarded as but a hand 
to lead us to that Divine Beauty “ of whose secret the whole 
creation sings.” In his treatise De Virginitate St. Gregory 
shows how “ virginity ” is to be interpreted as singleness of 
heart and purity of soul. “ For if the right accomplishment 
of this holy Virginity is to make us blameless and holy, and 
these epithets properly and primarily are reserved for the 
glory of the incorruptible Godhead, what greater praise 
of Virginity can there be than to be shown through these 
things as in a manner deifying those who are partakers of 
its pure mysteries, so that they become sharers of the glory 
of the One truly Holy and Blameless God, being made akin 
to Him by their purity and incorruptibility ?” 4 It is love 

1 De homines opificio, c. xii. 1 De Virginitate , c. xii. 

3 Ibid., c. xi. 4 Ibid., c. v. 



6i STUDIES IN EARLY MYSTICISM 

that will lead the soul onward to perfection, the love that is 
' called forth by the sight of that Divine Beauty, and the soul 
which by purification has made itseil like again unto its 
Archetype, will be raised above the whole universe and find 
that which alone is worth loving, and will itself become as 
beautiful as the Beauty into which it has entered, and will 
become radiant itself in fellowship with the true Light . 1 

So purification, the true “ virginity,” will end in the 
attainment of the goal, the power to see God and be united 
with Him. This is the true spiritual marriage, in which the 
soul cleaves to the immortal Bridegroom, and has fruition 
of her love for the True Wisdom, that is, God . 2 * Now the 
soul dwells for ever with God, contemplating the Divine 
Beauty in unspeakable bliss. For now that the soul is made 
pure, even as He is pure, “ there will be nothing to hinder 
its vision of the Beautiful : for this Beauty is able by its own 
nature to attract by some means everyone who looks towards 
it. If, therefore, the soul is cleansed from all defilement, it 
shall dwell wholly within the Beautiful. The Di v i ne is 
Beautiful in its own Essence, a nd to I t the soul, wKenfmrT 
fied, will be united, being joined unto ltslike .” 2 The soul is 
now conformed to the Divine nature and nothing is left of 
itself save the love by which it cleaves unto the Beautiful. 
So the soul and God are become one again, that God at last, 
having drawn back to Himself that which He sent forth 
from Himself, may be All in all. 

( d ) St. Macarius of Egypt 4 

St. Macarius lived for some sixty years in the desert of 
Scete, and he was himself a mystic. It was related of him 
that “ he was at all times in a state of wonder at some divine 
Vision, and he used to become like a drunken man by reason 
of some hidden vision, and his mind was more often exalted 
unto God than it was concerned with the things which are 
in this world, and those which are under the heavens .” 6 
He was the reputed author of certain epistles and spiritual 

1 De Virginitate, c. xi. 2 Ibid., c. xx. 

3 De Anima et Resurrectione. * Born c. a.d. 300, died a.d. 389. 

4 Paradise, i. 115. 



EARLY MYSTICISM IN THE NEAR EAST 65 

homilies, addressed to the ascetics of his time, the theme 
[of which is the relation of God and the soul, and which 
'contain a very complete mystical doctrine. In his view God 
is both transcenden t and immanent : the whole of God’s 
creation is governed by Him alone, the God Who is in all 
things : “If you seek God in the depth, you find Him there — 
if you seek in the water, there you find Him — if you seek 
Him in the fire, you will find Him there also. He is every- 
where, both under the earth and above the heavens and 
within us, too.” 1 Again he says : “ The Godhead compre- 
hends all creatures . . . and everywhere is fulfilled in the 
creation, although It is outside the creatures, because It is 
infinite and incomprehensible.” 2 

The soul is made in the Divine likeness ; in itself it is neither 
of the nature of the Godhead, nor of the nature of the dark- 
ness, but is “ something created, with the power of thought, 
beautiful, great and wonderful, a fair likeness and image of 
God.” 3 There is no tie of blood or affinity like that between 
the soul and God, and between God and the soul. The chief 
faculties of the soul are the will, the conscience, the intelli- 
gence and the power to love. By bringing these to bear, the 
soul can be purified, and attain to the unitive life, but only 
with labour and pains, and much contention. “ The soul 
that desires to live with God in rest and eternal light,” 
Macarius says, “ must come . . . and be slain and die to the 
world and be rapt away into another life and to an inter- 
course that is divine — into the city of the Light of the 
Godhead.” 4 The attractions of the world must be resisted, 
lest they tie a man down and prevent him from rising to the 
spiritual heights. 6 The mystic must also war against passion 
and the snares of earthly desires, which, unless they are 
conquered by his faith and love, will hinder him from ob- 
taining eternal life and possessing, even here, the heavenly 
treasure which is the earnest of the kingdom. “ Those who 
desire in truth to come to the end in good living, ought not 
willingly to admit any other love or affection with that 
Heavenly joy, lest they should be hindered from spiritual 

1 Homilies, xii. io, 12. 2 Ibid., xl. 3. 

3 Ibid., i. 7. 4 Ibid., i. 8. 

8 Cf. Clement of Alexandria, p. 51 above. 
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things and be turned backward and at the last should be ex- 
cluded from life.” 1 This Purgation must be as by fire, which 
burns up all the dross within the soul, that burning of the 
Spirit, which burns hearts into flame — but is a power bring- 
ing resurrection and immortality, which removes the beam 
from the eye of the soul, that it may see clearly the wonder- 
ful things of God. 2 

This idea of the cleansing power of the Divine fire is a 
favourite one with the mystics, and Macarius develops it 
further. “ As iron or lead or gold or silver, being cast into 
the fire, are melted from the hardness which belongs to them 
by nature, and are changed into softness, and so long as they 
are in the fire, their natural hardness continues to melt and 
be altered on account of the vigorous heat of the fire, in like 
manner also the soul which, having renounced the world, is 
possessed by the desire for God alone, in great searching 
and pains and conflict of soul, maintains an unceasing watch 
for Him in hope and faith, and having received that celestial 
fire of the Godhead and of the love of the Spirit, it is then 
in truth freed from all love of the world and is set at fffiferty 
from all evil affections and casts all things out of itself and 
is changed from its own natural habit and hardness of sin 
and sets aside all other things for the sake of the heavenly 
Bridegroom alone. Whom it receives, at rest in His fervent 
and ineffable love.” 3 

St. Macarius has much to say on the value of the prayer- 
life ; it is perseverance in prayer that will bring a man into 
fellowship with God in love. This is the prayer, not of 
petition, but of concentration upon God in quietness and 
peace, free from all distracting thoughts. Through con- 
templative prayer the mystic is rapt into ecstasy, into the un- 
fathomable deep of that other world : his mind is carried 
beyond all material things, and he becomes oblivious to the 
interests of the understanding, for his thoughts have been 
taken captive by divine and heavenly things, by the infini te 
and the incomprehensible, by things beyond all human 
power of expression. In this state of ecstasy, when the light 
shining in the heart discloses the inner, deeper, hidden light. 


1 Homilies, v. j, 6. 


2 Ibid., iv. io, xxv. 9. 


3 Ibid. iv. 4. 
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the mystic is no longer master of himself, because of the sur- 
passing love and delight of the hidden mysteries ; for that 
brief space the mystic is set at liberty, and comes to perfect 
light and sinlessness. 1 The soul, thus rapt away and inflamed 
by the fire of love, is granted the heavenly Vision, when the 
soul, with no veil between, gazes upon the heavenly Bride- 
groom, face to face, in unclouded Light, having communion 
with Him in full assurance, and thus it is made worthy of 
eternal life. 2 

The soul now lives the unitive life in God : the perfect 
Bridegroom has accepted the perfect bride, and receives her 
into the mystical and sanctified fellowship of marriage, an 
unending union. 3 Here and now the soul partakes of the 
Divine substance and is deified. “ For when the soul reaches 
the perfection of the Spirit, being completely purified from 
passion, and is joined and commingled with the Holy Spirit 
by that secret communion, and being united with the Spirit 
is deemed worthy to become spirit itself, then it becomes all 
light, all eye, all spirit, all joy, all rest, all exultation, all heart- 
felt love, all goodness and lovingkindness. Such souls as 
these are strengthened within themselves by the virtues of 
the Spirit’s power, for ever, being blameless within, and 
spotless and pure.” 4 

So Macarius points out the Way which he had himself 
trodden to the mystics who came after him, seeking to lead 
them to newness of life, and to become partakers, while still 
in this world, of immortal life and glory incorruptible. 

( e ) John Cassian and the Egyptian Fathers 

John Cassian, born about a.d. 360, was probably of Wes- 
tern origin, but he passed much of his life at Scete, and may 
thus be reckoned among the teachers of mysticism in Egypt. 
While still quite young, he forsook the world and went into 
a monastery at Bethlehem, and there spent several years. 
Thence he went to Egypt and visited the desert hermits, and 
remained there for seven years. Coming back for a second 
visit, he went to Scete and the Nitrian valley and died some 

1 Homilies, viii. i, 3. 3 Ibid., x. 4. 

3 Ibid., xlvii. 17. 4 Ibid., xvii. 10. 
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time after a.d. 432. His Institutes and Conferences deal with 
the ascetic life and its aim, and contain some definitely 
mystical teaching. 

God is to him the sole Cause, nothing whatever is done in 
this world without Him, all good is done by His will, and 
evil by His permission. 1 He is also the Giver of all good and 
perfect gifts, including faith and patience and godly fear. 
The Way to attain to the end of all good life, that is, to purity 
of heart and the contemplation of God, is by renunciation, 
of all external hindrances, then of all internal hindrances, 
and finally of all present and visible things, for the sake of 
the contemplation of things to come and the desire of the 
invisible. 2 In vain, he says, does anyone strive for the vision 
of God, who does not shun the stains of sin, and therefore 
the beginning must be by repentance from sin. Perfect 
penitence , he tells us, is never again to yield to those sins 
ror which we do penance, and the proof of satisfaction and 
pardon is for us to have expelled the love of them from our 
hearts. In true penitence, sins are forgotten, “ by the oblite- 
ration of former sins and likings and by perfect anePcom- 
plete purity of heart.” 3 Cassian sets forth the stages of pro- 
gress along the Way towards perfection. The beginning of 
our salvation and of wisdom is the fear of the Lord. “ From 
the fear of the Lord arises salutary compunction. From 
compunction of heart springs renunciation — i.e., nakedness 
and contempt of all possessions. From nakedness is be- 
gotten humility : from humility the mortification of desires. 
Through mortification of desires, all faults are extirpated 
and decay. By driving out faults, virtues shoot up and in- 
crease. By the budding of virtues, purity of heart is gained. 
By purity of heart the perfection of apostolic love is ac- 
quired.” 4 This is the disinterested love of God which is the 
mark of the true mystic, and beside which all baser motives 
count for nothing. “ There is a great difference,” Cassian 
observes, “ between one who puts out the fire of sin within 
him by fear of hell or hope of future reward, and one who 
from the feeling of Divine love has a horror of sin itself and 
of uncleanness, and keeps hold of the virtue of purity and 

1 Con/., iii. 20. 2 Ibid., iii. 6. 

* Con/., xx. 5, 7. 4 Insts., iv. 43. 
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looks for no reward from a promise for the future, but . . . 
does everything from delight in virtue.” 1 

Praye r is one of the means towards the end, as the mystic 
strives to attain the goal. There must be continued and un- 
broken perseverance in prayer, in order to secure unmoved 
tranquillity of mind and perpetual purity. Pure and sincere 
prayer is only obtained by laying aside all anxiety about 
material things, and all distractions. When purification and 
cleansing have done their part, there must be no self-satis- 
faction, but only a deep humility : then the soul must con- 
centrate its thoughts and little by little it will begin to rise 
to the contemplation of God and to spiritual insight. 2 The 
highest and most sublime form of prayer is mental prayer, 
the prayer of Quiet, which transcends all human thoughts 
and is distinguished by no utterance of words. “ Sometimes 
the mind hides itself in complete silence within the secrets 
of a profound quiet, so that the amazement of a sudden 
illumination chokes all sound of words and the overawed 
spirit either keeps all its feelings to itself, or loses them and 
pours forth its desires to God with groanings that cannot be 
uttered.” 3 It is thus that the true knowledge of God, which 
depends on no earthly learning, can be obtained. It is one 
thing to have a ready tongue, and quite another thing to 
have the power of penetrating into the very heart of the 
divine utterances, and to gaze with the pure eye of the soul 
on profound and hidden mysteries, for this comes by no 
human learning nor worldly state, but only by purity of 
soul, through the illumination of the Holy Spirit. 4 It was 
to obtain this ever-deepening insight into heavenly things 
that the solitaries entered the desert, in order that there, 
having attained to perfection in solitude, they might occupy 
themselves with divine contemplation. 

Through purification the soul of the mystic has reached 
illumination and is fit to look upon the heavenly Vision, for 
the contemplation of God is granted only to those in whom 
nothing of carnal affections still remains. Thou canst not 
see My face and live, says the Lord, to this world and to 
earthly affections. But, for those who are purified, the end 

1 Con/., xi. 8. 2 Ibid., ix. z, 3. 

3 Ibid., ix. 27. 4 Ibid., xiv. 9. 
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is certain. “Then,” says Cassian, “we shall succeed in 
reaching perfection, whenever our soul is sullied by no stain 
of carnal coarseness, but all such having been carefully elim- 
inated, it has been freed from every earthly quality and de- 
sire, and by constant meditation on things Divine, and spiri- 
tual contemplation, has so far passed on to things unseen, 
that in its 'earnest seeking after things above and things 
spiritual, it no longer feels that it is prisoned in this fragile 
flesh and bodily form, but is caught up into an ecstasy.” 1 
The mystic who looks upon that vision will enter into union 
with That which he sees, for he has offered a sacrifice accept- 
able to God, and has become fit to be a shrine of holiness in 
the pure and undefiled innermost chambers of his heart ; 
for it is not the corruptible flesh, but the clean heart which 
becomes a shrine for God and a temple of His Holy Spirit. 2 
So the mystic enters upon the Unitive life : “ This will come 
to pass when God shall be all our love and every desire and 
wish and effort, every thought of ours, and all our life and 
words and breath, and that unity which already exists be- 
tween the Father and the Son and the Son and the FWher, 
has already been shed abroad in our hearts and minds, so 
that as He loves, so we also may be joined to Him by a last- 
ing and inseparable affection, since we are so united to Him 
that whatever we breathe or think or speak is God.” 3 This, 
then, to Cassian, was the destination to which all asceticism, 
the life of the solitary and of the monk, should lead ; this 
should be all the aim of the seeker after God, that he should, 
even while in the flesh, possess an image of future bliss, and 
should begin in the world to have a foretaste and an earnest 
of the life and glory of God. 

Palladius, who was contemporary with Cassian, includes 
a good deal of mystical teaching in his accounts of the 
ascetics whom he visited. He naturally lays stress on the 
Purgative life, beginning with the subjugation of the body, 
and quotes Abba Daniel as saying, “ In proportion as the 
body groweth, the soul becometh enfeebled ; and the more 
the body becometh emaciated, the more the soul groweth.” 4 
Again he gives the words of certain of the brethren, “ Fast- 

1 Con/., iii. 7. a Insts., v. 21. 

3 Conf., x. 7. * Paradise, ii. 22. 



EARLY MYSTICISM IN THE NEAR EAST 69 

ing and strict vigil in the fear of God, with the crucifying 
of the body throughout the night against the pleasures of 
sleep, are the foundation of the holy path of God and of all 
the spiritual excellences.” 1 He states also that the saints of 
old triumphed through the fervour of their supernatural 
love, through the death of the corruptible man, through the 
promise of certainty : through the desire for these glorious 
things, the saints had acquired in the soul the spiritual body. 2 
Again on the same theme he gives the teaching of Abba 
Mar John: “ He who believeth in the promises and threats, 
goeth hungry and he denieth himself and he watcheth in 
prayer, and he humbleth himself, and he layeth hold upon 
abstinence and restraineth himself from the gratification of 
his pleasures, and he inheriteth the purity which is promised 
to those who are blessed.” 8 The true Way of life for the 
mystic is to go forth from this temporal world into that 
invisible world, and it is not possible to go forth from this 
world except by being remote from it. The motive which 
leads the mystic towards the life in God and the force which 
urges him on to tread the way is Love. “ True and pure 
love is the way of life and the haven of promises and the 
treasure of faith, and the interpreter of the kingdom, and 
the herald of that which is hidden.” 4 Love is therefore to 
be sought after by the mystic, for it is impossible to partake 
of the nature of God, and not to love, and love can only be 
fostered and kept constantly fervent and established within 
the soul by Prayer, and especially by the prayer of Quiet, 
that pure prayer which is little in words and great in deeds. 
By such prayer the saint keeps the remembrance of God 
always within his heart, but this can only be secured by 
complete abstraction from all thought of the earthly and 
the material, and concentration of the powers of the mind on 
spiritual things alone. Palladius gives us the teaching of the 
blessed Mar John, of Lycus in the Theba'id, on Prayer and 
the knowledge of God to which it leads . He warns those who 
would pray to God in very truth against remembering any- 
thing at all of the world, “ for if the man who holdeth con- 
verse with his Lord be reduced or drawn aside ... his labour 

1 Paradise, ii. 308. 2 Ibid ., ii. 264, 265. 

3 Ibid., ii. 282. 4 Ibid., ii. 262. 
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is emptiness. Now this falling away happeneth to the mind 
of man after man who doth not deny the world absolutely . . . 
for his mind is divided among many kinds of thoughts, both 
of the body and of the earth, and thereupon he is obliged 
to strive against his own passions and is not able to see God. 
... It is right therefore that the mind of every man who 
loveth God should be remote from all these things, for he 
who in truth seeketh after God with all his heart will re- 
move his mind far away from every earthly thing and he 
will direct the gaze of his understanding towards God.” 1 

By prayer and contemplation, the mystic will attain to the 
knowledge of God and will be permitted to see unspeakable 
things and to receive the glorious revelations made to the 
saints. For a man is held capable of revelation to the same 
extent that he is capable of stripping off sin and purifying 
himself in body and in soul. “ For when a man dieth by 
spiritual sacrifice, he dieth to all the words and deeds of this 
habitation of time, and when he hath committed his life to 
the life which is to be. Divine grace bestoweth itself upon 
him and he becometh capable of Divine revelations, r or 
the impurity of the world is a dark covering before the face 
of the soul and it preventeth it from discerning spiritual 
wisdom.” 2 Now to the mystic is granted the vision of God, 
and he is with Him Who cannot be seen, as if he saw Him, 
for when he has become constant in pure prayer, he shall be 
worthy to see within his heart, even as in a polished mirror, 
the light of the revelation of the Godhead shining upon it. 3 
And when once the Vision has been granted, though it may 
be but briefly, it will be given again to the loving soul. 
“ Although the mind cannot be occupied with and stay with 
the divine Vision continually, still when it is pressed by the 
thoughts it can fly to God, and it shall not be deprived of 
the divine Vision. But I say unto thee that if the mind be 
made perfect in this respect, it shall be easier for thee to 
move mountains than to bring it down from above. For as 
the blind man who is shut up in darkness, if his eyes be 
opened and he go forth into the light, will be unwilling for 
the darkness to overtake him again, so the mind having 
1 Paradise , i. 525. 2 Ibid., ii. 265. 


3 Ibid., ii. 320. 
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begun to see the light of its own person, hateth the darkness 
aha is unwilling to remember it again.” 1 

As the mystic travels along the path to meet his Lord, so 
the Lord advances to meet him with the Divine Light, until 
they meet and then the mystic remains dwelling in God and 
God in him. Now the mystic has attained to the unitive life, 
for Palladius tells us that “ the believing mind is a temple of 
God, which it is meet for a man to adorn daily and to bum 
incense therein, inasmuch as it is God Who dwelleth there.” 2 
The mystic is with God and holdeth converse with God 
continually, for God dwelleth in His saints and walketh in 
them by means of the Vision and the revelations granted to 
them, and so they live in union with Him, marvelling at His 
majesty and rejoicing continually in His love. 3 

Thus Palladius traces out the mystic Way for his readers 
and gives them the mystical teaching which he had heard 
from the lips of the mystics themselves, those who had seen 
the invisible God in the mirror of their hearts, who had 
been exalted to heaven and had stood before the Presence 
of God, who, because they were pure in heart, had seen God, 
and been made one with Him. 

( J ) St. Augustine of Hippo 

St. Augustine has been called “ the prince of mystics,” 
and, while his influence upon Western mysticism has been 
more frequently emphasised, it was hardly less effective in 
regard to the development of mysticism in the Near East. 
He was born at Thagaste in North Africa, not far from Car- 
thage, in a.d. 354. From his pagan father Patricius he in- 

1 Paradise, ii. 274. Cf. also Plotinus : “ Suppose him to fall again 
from the Vision, he will call up the virtue within him and seeing him- 
self all glorious again, he will take his upward flight once more through 
virtue to the Divine Mind, through the Wisdom there to the Supreme.” 
(Em., vi. 11.) 

2 Paradise, i. 81. Cf. C. Sorley, Expectans Exspectavi : 

“ This sanctuary of my soul 
Unwitting I keep white and whole 
Unlatched and lit, if Thou shouldst care 
To enter and to tarry there.” 

3 Paradise, ii. 504. 
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herited a nature prone to passion and sensuality, from his 
Christian mother Monica, his strong yearning towards God. 
He studied at Madaura and Carthage, and for a time was 
attracted towards Manichseism, and then travelled to Rome 
and lived in Milan as a teacher of rhetoric. There he made 
acquaintance with academic scepticism, and also with the 
ideals of the Neo-Platonists, and it was by these that his 
mind was turned towards Catholic Chfistianity, as it was 
by the mysticism which he found in their writings that his 
own doctrines were so profoundly influenced. The sermons 
of St. Ambrose combined with the prayers of his mother to 
effect his conversion ; he accepted Christianity as a way of 
life, and was baptised in a.d. 387. He was ordained five 
years later, and in a.d. 396 became Bishop of Hippo, where 
he lived a simple and ascetic life with his clergy in a com- 
munity house, which he developed into a theological semin- 
ary. He lived an active life, preaching and writing continu- 
ally, but at the same time he found his greatest joy in con- 
templation. Through his dominating personality. Hippo 
became the centre of the intellectual life of Western^6hris- 
tianity, and there he died in a.d. 430, at the age of seventy- 
six. In his Confessions, written about a.d. 400, St. Augustine 
gives us the clearest account of his own mystical experience 
and of the way of the mystic, but there is much teaching of a 
mystical character to be found in his other writings. 

St. Augustine is a true monist ; for him, God is the only 
Reality. Everything which was not God, to him was un- 
real, transient, non-existent : God alone exists. “ Why do 
I desire,” he asks himself, “ that Thou shouldst come into 
me, who were not, unless Thou wert in me ? I should not 
be, therefore, O my God, I should not be at all, unless Thou 
wert in mi. Or rather, I should not be unless I were in Thee, 
from Whom are all things, by Whom are all things, in Whom 
are all things. Whither do I call Thee, since I am in Thee ? 
or whence mayst Thou come to me ? For whither shall I go 
beyond heaven and earth, that my God should come thence 
to me, Who said, “ I fill heaven and earth "P 1 God is the 
One Invisible, from Whom, as Creator and First Cause, all 
things visible derive their being ; He is the One Supreme, 

1 Conf., i. 2. 
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Eternal, Unchangeable, comprehensible to none save Him- 
self alone, possessed of Majesty sublime, Holy and the 
Sanctifier of all that is sanctified. 1 In his earlier days St. 
Augustine had held a very pantheistic conception of God. 
“ For thus did I conceive of Thee, O Life of my life,” he 
writes in his Confessions, “ as vast, penetrating the whole 
mass of the universe through endless spaces everywhere . . . 
so that the earth should have Thee and the heavens have 
Thee, all things should have Thee and be bounded in Thee 
and Thou be bounded by nothing ... I thought of Thy 
finite creation as being full of Thee, Infinite, and I said, 

‘ Behold God and behold what God created, and God is 
good and incomparably higher than these ; yet He, being 
good. He has created them good and behold how He sur- 
rounds and fills them.’ ” 2 Later, he gives a more spiritualised 
form to this conception. God is wholly present everywhere, 
as the Truth is, for the Truth is God Himself. Whatever 
has Reality, that is, whatever partakes of Truth, must par- 
take of the Divine. In his Soliloquies we find a magnificent 
declaration of his conception of the nature of God. “ O 
God, the Founder of the Universe,” he prays, “ help me, 
that, first of all, I may pray to Thee aright, and then, that I 
may bear myself as worthy to be heard by Thee, and finally 
that Thou mayst set me free: God, through Whom all 
things have their being, which of themselves could not exist: 
God Who has created out of nothing this world which all 
who look upon it see to be most beautiful : God through 
Whom the universe, though part of it be perverse, is made 
perfect : God, Who art loved, whether consciously or un- 
consciously, by every creature with the capacity to love . . . 
God, in Whom are all things : God Who dost not will that 
any save the pure should know the truth : God, Father of 
Truth, Father of Wisdom, Father of the True and Highest 
Life, Father of Blessedness, Father of the Good and Beauti- 
ful, Father of Intelligible Light, Father of our awakening 
and enlightening, Father of that pledge of love by which we 
are admonished to return to Thee l 

“ Thee do I invoke, God the Truth, in Whom and by 
Whom and through Whom are all things true which are 

1 Ep. CCXXXII., Madaurensibus. 1 Conf., vii. i. 
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true: God, the Wisdom in Whom and by Whom and 
through Whom are all wise who are wise : God, the true 
and perfect Life, in Whom and by Whom and through 
Whom live those who truly and perfectly do live : God, the 
Source of Blessedness, in Whom and by Whom and through 
"Whom are all blessed, who are blessed : God, the Good and 
the Beautiful, in Whom and by Whom and through Whom 
are all things good and beautiful, which are so : God, In- 
telligible Light, in Whom and by Whom all shine intelli- 
gibly who do so shine : God, Whose kingdom is the whole 
universe unknown to sense : God, to turn away from Whom, 
is to fall : to turn towards Whom, is to rise ; to abide in 
Whom, is to stand: God, Whom no one loses, unless led 
astray ; Whom no one seeks, unless admonished thereto ; 
Whom no one finds unless he is purified : God, from Whom 
to be separated is to perish ; Whom to incline towards is to 
love ; Whom to see is to possess : God, to Whom Faith 
urges, Hope raises us, Love unites us : God, by Whom we 
are stripped of that which is not, and clothed upon with 
that which is. O Thou, the one true Eternal SubsTSfice, 
where there is no discord, no confusion, no change, no lack, 
no death : where all is concord, all illumination, all subsist- 
ence, all abundance, all life. Hear me, after that manner of 
Thine, known but to the few .” 1 

So, to St. Augustine, God is Goodness, Beauty, Truth, 
Life and Love. From his earliest days, he confesses, he had 
longed for the truth in the innermost recesses of his heart : 
“ I hungered and thirsted after Thee Thyself, the Truth,” 
and in the Confessions he tells how he had attained to what he 
sought and therein found rest for his soul, for the home of 
God is in the soul, which was made for Him. “ God is not 
only the Creator, but the Country of the soul.” It is in the 
rational, human soul that we find that image of the Creator 
“which is immortally planted in its immortality.” The 
human soul is never otherwise than rational and intelligent, 
and since it is made in the image of God in this respect, that 
it is able by means of reason and intellect to understand and 
look upon God, then from the moment when this great and 
wonderful nature began to be, whether the image be so 

1 Solil., i. 2, 3. 
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faint as to be almost non-existent, or whether it be darkened 
and defaced, or clear and beautiful, certainly it always exists. 1 
St. Augustine is perpetually conscious of this kinship be- 
tween the soul and God. “ Now,” he says to his own soul, 
“ thou art my better part, since thou dost quicken the mass 
of thy body, giving it life, which no (mere) body can do for 
a body. But thy God is even the Life of thy life.” 2 Again 
he says, addressing his Lord, “ Thou my Love, Thou art 
the Life of souls, the Life of lives, having life in Thyself . . . 
and Thou dost not change. Thou Life of my soul. Thou 
art more inward than my inmost part, and higher than my 
highest.” 3 There is some evidence that St. Augustine ac- 
cepted the Platonic idea of Recollection, that souls in this 
life are conscious, however dimly, of a state of pre-existence, 
in which they lived the life of beatitude with God, and it is 
this sense of recollection which leads them to seek to return 
once more to that state of blessedness. “ How then do I seek 
Thee, O Lord ?” St. Augustine asks. “ For when I seek 
Thee, my God, I seek the blessed life. I will seek Thee, that 
my soul may live. For my body lives by means of my soul, 
and my soul by means of Thee. How therefore shall I seek 
the blessed life, because it is not mine, until I can say, ‘ It 
is enough,’ where I ought to say it ? How do I seek it ? 
Is it by remembrance, as if, having forgotten it, yet I realise 
that I have forgotten it ? Or by seeking to learn it as a thing 
unknown, whether as something I have never known, or as 
something so forgotten that I do not remember that I have 
forgotten it ? For is not the blessed life that which all desire, 
and there is none who does not desire it ? Where have they 
known it, that they so desire it ? Where did they see it, that 
they love it ? Assuredly we have it, but I know not how.” 4 

Therefore the human soul yearns for that blissful state 
again, and this earthly life should be spent in the quest for 
that blessed life. St. Augustine urges men to follow the 
quest and to tread in the mystic Way which leads to Eternal 
Life, the Way to which Christ, the Word by Whom God 
manifested Himself, has pointed us r “ Jfor He did not linger, 
but hastened away, crying outJflf^®6^»ds and deeds. His 

1 De Trinitate , xiv. 46. Z»nf., x. 6. 

3 Ibid., iii. 6. \ bid., x. 20. 
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death and life. His descent and ascension, crying out to us to 
return to Him. And He vanished from our eyes, that we 
should return unto our own heart and find Him there. For 
He went away, and behold He is here. He willed not to be 
long with us, and yet He did not leave us. For He went 
thither, whence He had never departed, because the world 
was made by Him. Nay, but since Life has descended, will 
ye not ascend and live ? Descend, that ye may ascend and 
ascend to God.” 1 

In its journey along the Way the soul has not to depend 
on its own strength, for it is from God that it derived that 
nature, whereby it is made in His image, that reason, where- 
by it knows Him, and that grace, whereby it is blessed in 
being united to Him, for union is the end of the quest. 
Reason will not help the soul on its way, it cannot take the 
place of faith, the gift of grace, for faith includes love, and 
without this the stubborn will of man will never surrender 
itself to God, and the consecration of the will is essential 
before the journey Godwards can begin ; “ not to 
journey, but also to arrive there, is nothing else than to will 
to go, but to will vigorously, and wholeheartedly, not to 
turn and toss this way and that, a will maimed and strug- 
gling, one part rising and the other falling.” 2 When the 
soul has turned to God, then it must be purified, and so be 
made fit to perceive the Divine Light and to rest in it when 
it is perceived. This process of purification is to be regarded 
as a kind of journey or voyage to the soul’s native land. For 
it is not by a change of place that the soul can come near to 
Him Who is present everywhere, but by means of pure 
desires and virtuous habits. 3 St. Augustine has left us a 
beautiful prayer for the purity which means freedom from 
the desire of all save God. “ Thee do I seek after, and by 
whatsoever means Thou mayst be sought these I ask from 
Thee 1 If I desire nothing beside Thyself, I beseech Thee, 
that I may find Thee now, but if there is in me a desire for 
something beside Thyself, do Thou purify me and make me 
worthy to look upon Thee ! This I do beseech of Thee, 
that Thou convert me wholly to Thyself, let nothing hinder 

’ Conf., iv. 12. 3 Ibid., viii. 4. 

3 De Doctrina Christiana, I. ix. 10. 
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me from reaching unto Thee, and grant that I may be pure 
and high-souled, just and wise, a perfect lover, apprehend- 
ing Thy wisdom, and worthy to dwell in Thy most blessed 
Kingdom I ,n Only when the seeker is pure from every 
fleshly taint and purged from the desire of mortal things, 
will the eyes of the soul be fit to look upon the Divine 
mysteries, and when this fitness is attained, the first stage 
of the Way is past. Yet though able to look, the soul needs 
faith, hope and love, before it can apprehend, and of these 
love is that which will lead it on to know God when it sees 
Him. “ Too late have I loved Thee, Beauty so old and yet 
so new,” Augustine cries out in bitter remorse for wasted 
years apart from God, “ too late I have loved Thee,” but 
when that love at last took possession of his soul, it con- 
sumed all desire for the lesser beauties of earth and kindled 
within him a passionate longing to look upon and appre- 
hend the “ Beauty of all things beautiful,” the Divine Love- 
liness Itself. 

Of that Vision he had talked with Monica, his mother, 
before her death, and he tells us, “ We were saying then : 
‘ If to anyone were hushed the tumult of the flesh, hushed 
the images of earth and the waters and the air, hushed the 
heavens, and if the soul were hushed unto itself and were to 
pass beyond itself by cessation of the thought of self, if 
hushed were dreams and images, if every tongue and every 
sign and all that is subject to change were hushed . . . and 
He Himself by Himself should speak, not by them, but by 
Himself, so that we should hear His Word . . . Himself, 
Whom in these we love, if we should hear Him without 
these, as if now we strove and in the flight of thought we 
attained to the Eternal Wisdom that broods over all things, 
if this were sustained, and other visions far inferior were 
withdrawn, and this alone should ravish and absorb and 
enwrap the one beholding it, in spiritual joys, so that 
eternal life might be such as was this moment of apprehen- 
sion for which we sighed . . . were not this an * Enter thou 
into the joy of thy Lord ’ ?” 2 That mystic experience for 
which he longed was granted to his soul when, as he tells 
us, “ with the flash of a trembling glance, it arrived at That 

1 Soli I., i. 6 . * Con/., ix. 10. 
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Which Is,” when he entered into the inner sanctuary of his 
soul, and beheld with the eye of his soul, above that same 
eye of the soul and above the mind, the Light Unchangeable. 
Whoso knows the Truth, he says, knows that Light, and he 
who knows It, knows Eternity : Love knows It. 1 “ I awoke 
in Thee,” he writes, “ and found Thee infinite, yet other- 
wise than I had thought, and this vision came not from the 
flesh. . . . And I was amazed, because now I loved Thee, and 
no phantom instead of Thee, and I was rapt away unto Thee 
by Thy Beauty. . . . Thou didst beat back the weakness of my 
sight, shining radiantly upon me, and I trembled with love 
and awe, ana I heard, as it were, Thy voice from on high : 
‘ I am the food of the full-grown : grow and thou shalt feed 
on Me. Nor shalt thou transmute Me into thyself, as the 
food of thy mortal body, but thou shalt be transmuted into 
Me ! ’ ” 2 So vision passes into union, and the soul becomes 
one with That which it beholds. Henceforward it lives the 
life in God, a life which is the true life indeed. No longer is 
the carnal body an encumbrance to the soul, by cfttrupti- 
bility, but it too is now become spiritual, perfected, and 
entirely subject to the will, which is merged now in the 
Eternal Will. 3 The soul, made one with the Divine, is dei- 
fied, for it is a partaker of God, become godlike by partici- 
pation in Him. “ Then shall we know this thing perfectly, 
and we shall perfectly rest and shall perfectly see. There we 
shall rest and see, we shall see and love, we shall love and 
praise. Behold what shall be in the end without end ! For 
what other thing is our end, but to come to that Kingdom 
of which there is no end ?” 4 

After this manner St. Augustine showed the Way which 
he himself had followed, to those who came after, and told 
them of the joy awaiting those who followed it to the end, 
but he was no mere visionary, advocating solitude and con- 
templation to the neglect of the duties of common life. Most 
men, he knew, must live an ordinary human life in the world, 
but this could be, and should be, brought into relation with 
the heavenly life, “ quod ita nos vivere oportere censemus 
in hac vita mortali, ut vitae immortali quodammodo co- 

1 Conf.y vii., io. 3 Ibid., vii. 14, 17, 10. 

8 De Civitate Dei , XIX., xvii. 4 Ibid., XXII. xxx. 
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aptemur.” 1 Man must live for God, but also for his neigh- 
bour; no one should be so given to contemplation as to 
neglect the good of his fellow-man, nor, on the other hand, 
so concerned with active affairs as not to seek after the con- 
templation of God. Contemplation aims not at idleness, but 
at truth ; it is to benefit the one who contemplates by the 
knowledge which he gains thereby, but he must be ready 
to impart of his spiritual riches to others. It is by fellowship 
that men will attain to the fruition of God and of one another 
in God. So St. Augustine, like the other great mystics and 
contemplatives, advocates the universal life lived Godwards 
and manwards ; that which has been given in such full 
measure to the mystic who has attained, must be shared 
with others. The soul which has partaken of the Divine Life, 
must, and will, live a fuller, richer life in contact with other 
human lives. St. Augustine would have agreed with Plato 
that the perfect life “ is a life of perfect communion with 
other souls, as well as with the Soul which animates the 
universe.” 


(g) Dionysius the Areopagite 

A mystical writer who had a far-reaching influence on the 
development of mysticism in both East and West was 
Dionysius, the pseudo-Areopagite. He was probably a monk 
of Syria and a pupil of the heretical Stephen Bar Sudayli. 
He seems to have written about the end of the fifth or be- 
ginning of the sixth century. Dionysius develops a mysti- 
cal theosophy based on Hellenistic sources in the main, 
though he also makes use of Jewish ideas, and the whole is 
adapted to form a highly developed system of Christian 
mysticism. 

His conception of the nature of the Godhead is derived 
from the Neo-Platonic Monad. The Absolute is conceived 
of as Super-Essence, and therefore Supra-Personal ; He is 
the Ultimate, Undifferentiated Unity, sublimely Transcen- 
dent, the Divine Source and Cause of all things. In Him all 
Goodness and all Beauty meet ; He is Fair and Wise, the 
Eternal Beloved; He is Mind and Word and Power; in Him 
Salvation and Righteousness and Sanctification are to be 
1 Epis. XCV., Paulino et Tberasia, 2. 
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found. He is the Essential Radiance, illuminating unto con- 
templation; He is Sun and Morning Star; He is Fire and 
Wind and the Water of Life ; He is Spirit, Dew and Cloud, 
as He is also the Rock of Ages. 1 This Universal Cause, says 
Dionysius, “is neither affirmation nor negation, since It 
transcends all affirmation, by being the perfect and unique 
Cause of all things, and transcends all negation, by the pre- 
eminence of its simple and absolute nature . . . free from 
every limitation and beyond them all.” 2 

This Ultimate Godhead is One and Perfect, and in its 
simple and undifferentiated Unity is beyond all limitation, 
and is not contained or comprehended in anything, but in 
order to be manifested It must overflow into multiplicity, 
and therefore It has issued forth into the world of Beings, 
and has penetrated all things in Its unceasing activities. The 
sublimely Transcendent in Its manifestation therefore be- 
comes immanent, and there is nothing in the world “ with- 
out some participation in the One, the Which in Its all- 
embracing Unity contains beforehand all things. ” 3 TJjer e is, 
then, a relation between the Absolute Godhead and the 
world of Being, for the former exists both as Ultimate 
Reality and as Manifested Appearance. God, in His activity, 
is the Manifestation of the Godhead, to Whom is due Crea- 
tion and Revelation, and the Trinity is the eternally Mani- 
fested Godhead. All existent things form part of the Divine 
Life and Love, which is always purifying, enlightening and 
making perfect, and so for ever draws all back to Itself, the 
Source. “ That Good which is above all light is called a 
Spiritual Light, because it is an Originating Beam and an 
Overflowing Radiance, illuminating with its fullness every 
Mind above the world around it or within it, and renew- 
ing all their spiritual powers.” 4 Again Dionysius writes, 
“ Goodness draweth all things to Itself and is the great 
Attractive Power which unites things that are sundered — 
unto the Good all things are turned — and after the Good all 
things do yearn.” 6 This Good, which is also the All-beau- 
tiful, is the Goal of all things, and their Beloved, for all 
things do and must desire the Beautiful and the Good. 

1 Divine Names, Sect. vi. 3 Mystical Theology , v. (tr. C. E. Rolt). 

3 Divine Names , xiii. 2. 4 Ibid., vi. 6 Ibid., iv. 
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The soul of man is potentially divine, and therefore it is 
the image of God that is defiled by sin, but by purification 
it can once again shew its true nature. It is by the Via Nega- 
tiva' that the soul must render itself fit to return to its home 
in God. In the intent practice of mystic contemplation, it 
must leave behind the senses and the activities of the in- 
tellect, and all things that the senses or the intellect can per- 
ceive, and all things which are, and, with all the human 
powers quiescent, strive upwards towards union with Him 
Who is above all being and knowledge. So by unceasing 
and absolute renunciation of itself and all things, the soul 
will be borne upwards to the Ray of the divine Darkness, 
which is beyond all being. Unto this Darkness which is 
beyond Light, the mystic must seek to come, and through 
loss of sight and knowledge, pass beyond to the vision of 
That which transcends sight and knowledge. 1 This Divine 
Darkness is in truth the unapproachable Light in which 
God is said to dwell, and into it must all enter who would 
see and know Him. To those who have entered into that 
Holy of Holies, for whom the veil has been lifted, that they 
may look upon God face to face, is given the joy of abiding 
union with the Beloved. “ They who are free and untram- 
melled enter into the true Mystical Darkness of Unknowing, 
whence all perception of understanding is excluded, and 
abide in that which is intangible and invisible, being wholly 
absorbed in Him Who is beyond all, and are united in their 
higher part to Him Who is wholly unknowable and Whom, 
by understanding nothing, they understand above all in- 
telligence.” 2 Perfect union implies deification, and Diony- 
sius does not hesitate to use the word. “ God deigned 
Himself to come to us with outstretched arms . . . and by 
union with Him, to assimilate, like as by fire, things that 
have been made one, in proportion to their aptitude for dei- 
fication.” 3 He says much the same thing elsewhere : “ God 
bestows Deification itself by giving a faculty for it unto 
those that are deified,” and again, “ with understanding 
power He gives Himself for the Deification of those that 
turn to Him.” 4 

1 Mystical Theology, I., II. 3 Ibid., i. }. 

3 Eccles. Hierarchy, p. 76. 4 Divine Names, vii. 5, ix. 5. 
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Dionysius marks out clearly, in The Heavenly Hierarchy and 
The Ecclesiastical Hierarchy , the three stages of the mystic 
Way, through Purgation and Illumination to Perfection, the 
Unitive Life. Referring to the Illuminative Life, he says : 
“ Every procession of illuminating light, proceeding from 
the Father, whilst visiting us as a gift of goodness, restores 
us again gradually as a unifying power and turns us to the 
oneness of our conducting Father and to a deifying sim- 
plicity .” 1 Of the third stage, which is the aim of the mystic’s 
striving, he says : “ The purpose, then, of Hierarchy is the 
assimilation and union, as far as attainable, with God — by 
perfecting its own followers as Divine images, mirrors most 
luminous and without flaw, receptive of the primal light 
and the supremely Divine ray, and devoutly filled with the 
entrusted radiance, and again spreading this radiance un- 
grudgingly to those after it .” 2 

Dionysius makes much of the imagery of fire, which he 
describes as passing through all things, unmingled, invin- 
cible, subduing all things to itself, unchangeable, penetrat- 
ing, and therefore it has the qualities which fit it tc^>e the 
image of the super-essential Divine Energy . 3 

The writings of Dionysius, through translations as well 
as in their original language, became widely known in both 
East and West, and formed the basis for much later mystical 
teaching. His debt to Plotinus and the Neo-Platonists is 
obvious in his conception of Ultimate Reality as the One, 
the Good, and the Beautiful, and also in his teaching on the 
ascent of the soul back to its divine Source. His teaching 
includes the idea of a mystic gnosis, beyond all human in- 
telligence, which is the direct gift of God to those who seek 
Him in purity and all sincerity. His image of the Divine 
Darkness, the Cloud of Unknowing, became a favourite 
concept with later mystical writers, as representing the Veil, 
which to the true mystic revealed itself as being in reality 
only excess of Light, the Light Unapproachable. He taught 
to all who came after him the truth that God is All in All, 

1 The Heavenly Hierarchy , p. i (Parker’s edition). 

a Ibid., p. 14. 

* Ibid., p. 56. For the use of Fire imagery by the mystics, cf. 
E. Underhill’s Mysticism, pp. 500 jf. 
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but that His Essence is Love, and that the Divine Love is 
forever drawing back again to Itself those souls which are, 
indeed, a part of itself, sharers in the divine nature, which 
have for a brief while been parted from their Source, but 
must again return, to become one with Eternal Beauty and 
Eternal Love. 



CHAPTER V 

EARLY MYSTICISM IN THE MIDDLE EAST 

The mystical writers whose teaching was considered in the 
last chapter wrote for the most part in Greek, for the mem- 
bers of the Greek-speaking Christian Church, but we find 
a similar development of mysticism and mystical doctrine 
in the Syriac-speaking Churches of the Middle East. 

(a) Aphraates the Monk and Ephraim the Syrian 

Aphraates the monk, whose ascetical teaching has been 
referred to above , 1 who was writing in the first half of the 
fourth century, has left us a little mystical teaching, in which 
he makes plain his faith that by a process of purification, to 
be attained by the most rigid asceticism, the seekCPWght 
become fit to look upon the Vision of God and to become 
the dwelling-place of the Holy Spirit. “ Let us now awake 
from our sleep,” he writes, “ and lift up both our hearts and 
hands to God towards heaven ; lest suddenly the Lord of 
the house come. Let us make ready provision for our abid- 
ing-place, for the way that is narrow and strait. And let 
us be constant in prayer, that we may pass by the place where 
fear dwells. Let us cleanse our heart from iniquity, that we 
may see the Lofty One in His Honour. Let us be strangers 
to the world, even as Christ was not of it. Let us be un- 
flagging in His service, that He may cause us to serve in the 
abode of the saints. Let us pray His prayer in purity, that 
it may have access to the Lord of Majesty. For fearful is the 
day in which He will come, and who is able to endure it ? 
Furious and hot is His wrath, and it will destroy all the 
wicked. Let us be poor in the world, and let us enrich many 
by the doctrine of our Lord. But let us forsake the world 
which is not ours that we may arrive at the place to which 
we have been invited. Let us raise up our eyes on high, that 

1 See pp. ziff., 44, 45. 
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we may see the Splendour which shall be revealed. Whoso- 
ever loves fields and merchandise shall be shut out of the 
city of the Saints. Whosoever takes upon him the yoke of 
the saints, let him remove from him getting and spending. 
Whosoever desires to gain himself, let him remove from 
him the gain of the world. Whosoever cleanses his heart 
from deceits, his eyes shall behold the King in His Beauty. 
Whosoever is called the temple of God, let him purify his 
body from all uncleanness.” 1 The “ children of the Good ” 
are those who have so purified themselves that they become 
the temple of God and live the life of union with Him. 
Though He be One, yet is He the One in all. “ Every man,” 
says Aphraates, “ knows that the sun is fixed in the heavens, 
yet its rays are spread out in the earth and light from it enters 
by many doors and windows, and wherever the sunshine 
falls, it is called the sun. And though it fall in many places, 
it is thus called, but the real sun itself is in Heaven. Also the 
water of the sea is vast, and when thou takest one cup from 
it, that is called water. And though thou shouldest divide 
it into a thousand vessels, yet it is called water by its name. 
Thus also God, though He is One, yet dwells in many, and 
is diminished in nothing when He dwells in many ; as the 
sun is not a whit diminished in heaven, when its power is 
poured out in the earth. How much greater then is the 
power of God, since by the power of God the very sun itself 
subsists l” 2 So Aphraates teaches that God does in very 
truth dwell in the soul that is pure enough to be His shrine, 
and henceforth the mystic lives in and through God. 

Among the chief of these mystical teachers of the Syriac- 
speaking Church was Ephraim the Syrian, already men- 
tioned, 3 who spent the last years of his life at Edessa, living 
there the life of a solitary, devoted to asceticism and con- 
templation, and he was, perhaps, the most influential of all 
the Syriac writers. 

He conceives of God as the One Reality, Who is infinitely 
beyond all that the finite mind of man can picture. “ Praise 
to the One Being,” he writes, “ that is to us unsearchable ! 
His aspect cannot be discerned, that it should be portrayed 

1 Of Monks, par. i. 2 Ibid., par. n. 

8 See pp. 29, jo. 
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by our understanding. He hears without ears ; He speaks 
without mouth; He works without hands, and He sees 
without eyes ; our soul ceases not nor desists, in Him Who 
is such.” 1 Since to Ephraim God is the One Being, Source 
of all being, his conception of God is pantheistic. God is 
the Only Reality, the Hidden, Infinite Being, the Divine 
Essence, Beauty and Light, yet though He is transcendent, 
an unknowable, incomprehensible Entity, He is also im- 
manent. “ In His Majesty dwell powers, natures and Angels, 
and everything plungeth into it and welleth forth in it and 
yet is unable to search Him out. On one Breath all depend ; 
It beareth all without weariness ; in His fulness they all 
dwell, and as in an empty space they abide. He is too great 
to be hidden in anything. Lo ! He is covered, though not 
hidden, for with Himself He veileth Himself. For He is near 
us and far off ; though He is in us. He is not ; and though the 
creation is in Him, it is as though it were not in Him ; though 
no one is able to veil himself in Him, yet He covereth him 
in Himself.” 2 The Absolute Godhead has been mfl p ifested 
forth in His Creation, but chiefly by the Incarnate Word. 
In one of his hymns Ephraim writes : 

“ Glory to the Silence that spake by His (the First-Born’s) 
voice. 

Glory to the One on high, Who was seen by His Day- 
spring, 

Glory to the Spiritual, to the Hidden One, to that Living 
One, 

Glory to that Hidden One, Who even with the Mind 
cannot be felt at all by them that pry into Him ; but by 
His graciousness was felt by the hand of men.” 3 

Man is made in the image of God and is meant to be His 
dwelling-place. “ Blessed is He that sealed our soul,” says 
Ephraim, “ and adorned it and espoused it to Himself. 
Blessed He Who made our body a tabernacle for His unseen 
Nature. Glory to the Beautiful, Who conformed us to His 
image 1 Glory to Him, Who sowed His light in the dark- 

1 Nisibene Hymns, No, III., 2. 

2 Adv . Scrutatores , Rhythm V., 5,6 (tr. J. B. Morris). 

8 On the Nativity , Rhythm II. 
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ness. Glory be to Him on high. Who mixed His salt in our 
minds, His leaven in our souls.” 1 There is therefore a close 
and loving relationship between God and the soul, and to 
those who seek Him out with earnest striving and adoring 
love. He will reveal Himself ; for He is not hard to approach 
in His high places, that He cannot be tracked out : to His 
true servants He is easy to find, and visible, while withdrawn 
and hidden from His creatures generally. 2 He is outside 
of, pre-eminent above, all things, and yet He is within every- 
thing. He has clothed Himself in all forms that we may be- 
hold Him, and He has clad Himself also in all voices that 
He may have intercourse with us. 

By penitence, self-discipline and purification, the soul can 
find the Way to God. “ Seek thou not here repose,” 
Ephraim admonishes the seeker after God, “ for this is a 
world of toil. And if thou canst wisely discern, change thou 
not time for time, that which abides for that which abides 
not, that which ceases not for that which ceases, nor truth 
for lying, nor body for shadow, nor watching for slumber, 
nor that which is in season for that which is out of season, 
nor the Time for the times. Collect thy mind, let it not 
wander among vanities which profit not. 

“ No one in creation is rich, but he that fears God ; no one 
is truly poor, but he that lacks the truth. Flee and live in 
poverty ; as a mother she pities her beloved. Seek thou 
refuge in indigence, who nourishes her children with choice 
things ; her yoke is light and pleasant, and sweet to palate, 
her memory. The sick in conscience alone abhors the 
draught of poverty ; the faint-hearted dreads the yoke of 
indigence that is honourable. Be not thou, through desires, 
needy and looking to others. Sufficient for thee is thy daily 
bread, that comes of the sweat of thy face. Praise and give 
thanks when thou art satisfied, that therein thou provoke 
not the Giver to anger. In purity strengthen thyself, that 
thou mayest gain from it profit.” 3 Only by purification, that 
which is symbolised by the water of baptism, and by self- 
stripping, can the pearl of great price be obtained, and 

1 On the Nativity, Rhythm II. 

a Contra Scrutatores, Rhythm I., 16. 

3 On Admonition and 'Repentance , pp. 20, 21. 
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Ephraim uses the image of the pearl and the diver, which 
became a favourite with both Christian and Muslim mystics. 
“ The diver brings up, out of the sea, the pearl . . . bring up 
from the water, the purity that therein is hidden . . . the pearl 
that is set as a jewel, in the crown of the Godhead. . . . O 
gift that earnest up without price with the diver I Thou 
laidest hold upon this visible light, that without price rises 
for the children of men, a parable of the hidden One, that 
without price gives the hidden Dayspring 1 Men stripped 
their clothes off and dived and drew thee out, O pearl 1 It 
was not kings that put thee before men, but those naked 
ones who were a type of the poor, and the fishers and the 
Galileans. For clothed bodies were not able to come to 
thee ; they came that were stript as children.” 1 By such 
self-stripping, purification is achieved, and Ephraim com- 
pares the soul to a mirror, a simile which was also used fre- 
quently afterwards by the Muslim mystics. “ Herein is a 
mirror to be blamed,” he says, “ if its clearness is darkened, 
because there are spots on its substance ; for the foulness 
that is on it becomes a covering before them that 1 on it. 
If our mirror be darkness, it is altogether joy to the hateful ; 
because their blemishes are not reproved ; but if polished 
and shining, it is our freedom that is adorned. Blessed be 
He Who polished our mirror !” 2 He writes elsewhere of 
the soul that is fit to look upon God, and to reflect His image 
in itself, “ Thy mirror is clear and all of it turneth towards 
Thee. Thy brightness inciteth the filthy to cleanse them- 
selves thereon, since no impurity can be joined unto Thee, 
unless it hath wiped from it its stains.” 3 

The mystic’s preoccupation along the Way must be vigils 
and prayer, the prayer of Quiet, in which the mind gathers 
itself up that it may not wander. “ A virgin of the bride- 
chamber ” is this mental prayer, and like a virgin it should 
not wander beyond the door of the mouth, for Truth is its 
chamber and Love its crown, while stillness and silence are 
as the watchers at the gate. 4 In prayer, Love and sincere 

1 Hymn for the Epiphany, vii. 18 ; On the Faith, v. i, 3. 

2 Nisibene Hymns, xvi. 1, 4. 

3 Adv. Strut., xii. 5 . 

4 Ibid., xx. 2. 
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faith join together, as wings that cannot be separated, for 
Truth cannot fly without Love, nor Love ascend without 
Truth. To the one who thus communes in prayer with 
God and has this intercourse in love with Him, the Way re- 
veals itself, and the very gates of Heaven are opened, and 
there is none to hinder the soul from entering therein. 

But the kingdom of God in truth is found within the soul, 
when its eyes are opened to see and know. “ His kingdom,” 
writes Ephraim, “ dwelleth in thee ; lo ! the riches of heaven 
are within thy soul, if thou be willing ! Enter in, leaving the 
wandering of pleasures and the corruption of lusts, the 
errors of the love of money, and the business that harmeth 
thee. Enter thou in and dwell in thine own self in the 
cleared ground of thine own mind and seek there the King- 
dom. Enter thou in and dwell within thine heart, for lo ! 
there is God ; for it is not He that goeth forth from Thee, 
but thou that goest forth from Him.” 1 Now can the soul 
look upon God as He is, for the darkness that was formerly 
upon the mind and veiled it from Him departs, and the soul 
beholds Him in His Beauty. With the eye of the soul, the 
mystic sees the Vision of God, revealed by the radiance of 
the Divine Light. “ Praise thou the hidden light by means 
of the gleaming from Him : hard is it for the eye of the 
soul to look at the secret Light. By means of the shining 
from Him it is able to go to meet Him. He sent forth a 
brightness from Himself to them that sit in darkness. He 
turned away their eyes from the beauty of worthless things 
to the Beauty of God Himself.” 2 By that Vision the soul is 
flooded with the Divine Radiance and by its means the soul 
goes up to Heaven, that “ in one love ” it may be mingled 
with the God it loves, and so pass into the unitive life. 
“ Let each one of us, then,” says Ephraim, “ be a dwelling- 
place for Him Who loves us. Let us come unto Him and 
make our abode with Him. This is the Godhead Whom, 
though all the creation cannot contain, yet a lowly and 
humble soul suffices to receive Him.” 3 Now is the soul 
deified, made one with God as God is one with it. “ The 
Lord is blended with His creatures far and near, lo l they 

1 Adv. Scrut., 4, note c. 2 Ibid., v. 9. 

3 Horn, on Our Lord, p. 57. 
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seek Him and He is carrying them. Everything is in Him 
and He is also in them all. He is the Life of our soul which 
dwelleth in us.” 1 

On this wise, Ephraim the Syrian, one of the earliest of 
Christian mystics, led his disciples along the mystic Way, 
which he himself had trodden, through purification, by 
love and prayer, to the goal, the Vision of the Divine Beauty, 
and the life lived henceforth in God. 

(b) John of Lycopolis 

A writer who may be fittingly included among the mys- 
tical teachers of the Syriac-speaking community is John of 
Lycopolis , 2 already mentioned as one of the Egyptian 
fathers . 3 Though he lived in the Thebald and wrote in 
Greek, his works have come down to us only in Syriac 
translations, and since these have survived, while the Greek 
originals have been lost, it is evident that his influence was 
at least as great in the Syriac branch of the Church as in his 
own immediate sphere. In his treatise on The itual 
State of the Soul , 4 he lays great stress on the ascetic prepara- 
tion of the soul that seeks perfection. The fear of the Lord 
is the beginning of the Way ; it stands as guardian at the 
door of the senses, that the soul’s enemies may not enter in 
and make it forget God, and become unfit to be His dwell- 
ing-place . 5 Fasting must be not only of the body, from food 
for the body, but of the soul, from all corrupt affections and 
impure desires which dwell in it secretly . 6 Then, the soul 
begins to hunger for those things which are above the bodily 
senses, and being freed from the attractions of this world, 
seeks only to serve the Lord of Divine love. Now it is at 
rest, no longer troubled by conflicting thoughts, but con- 
centrating all its power or thought on God, as it did when 
in its primitive state of purity . 7 It is cleansed of earthly 
affections and passions and is filled with the passion for God 
alone, and in this it rejoices as if it were already in the 
kingdom of God. 

1 Adv. Scrut., lxx. 4, xix. 1. 4 Ob. c. a.d. 394. 

3 See above, pp. 69, 70. 4 Cod, Sachau, 203. Ed. A. Wensinck. 

* Ibid., sect, i., fol. hi b. 9 Ibid., xiv., fol. iij a. 

7 Ibid., xvi., xvii., fol. iij<j. 
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The soul has passed by the Purgative way and is now 
Walking in the light. “ As one who is sound in sight dis- 
ports himself in the rays of the sun and no darkness comes 
upon his perfect sight, so also the soul, when it becomes 
sound and pure ana attains to the pure sight which it had 
before it transgressed the commandment, then verily stands 
in that primitive and unspeakable purity which it had at the 
first. It is fearful lest it should fall ; it rejoices again in seeing 
what it has attained to by the help of Our Lord.” The soul 
has now reached that state in which it is fit to look upon the 
Vision of God. It has been purified from human passions, 
and so made serene, as it once was, and now it beholds and 
experiences unspeakable things, while no passion arising 
from this world can hurt or disturb it, as it gazes in tran- 
quillity upon the perfect serenity of Him before Whom it 
stands, and as it gazes upon God, the soul, in utter humility 
before that perfect Holiness, bows its head and weeps. 1 
John describes the Vision thus, and it is evident that he de- 
scribes what he himself has experienced : “ When the soul 
is purified and made serene, and the knowledge of Christ 
the Lord dawns upon it, its mind ascends and beholds the 
Majesty of God, and sees Him to be Incomprehensible and 
Infinite. When it looks on high, it sees Him as at first, and 
when it looks within itself, it sees Him there. When the 
mind floats on the sea of the Majesty of God and His in- 
comprehensibility, it is amazed and lost in wonder at the 
serene Majesty of God. And forthwith the soul becomes 
humble, so that if it were possible, when the effulgence of 
God’s Majesty envelops it, it would take its place below the 
whole creation, because of its awe and wondering amaze- 
ment at the Majesty of God, ineffable, incomprehensible as 
it is, beyond the penetration and seeking out of His ser- 
vants.” 2 The sight of God and the contemplation of the 
spiritual mysteries is the food of the soul, which sustains it 
and causes it to rejoice, as the material food sustains and 
rejoices the body. 

The soul now lives the unitive life, abiding in God, in 
spiritual purity and serenity, even as a child rests in its 

1 Cod. Sachau , iv., fol. nza ; xix., fol. 115a. 

2 Ibid., vi., fol. 11 zb. 



92 STUDIES IN EARLY MYSTICISM 

mother’s bosom and rejoices with tears in the fervour of its 
love towards her. So the soul, too, in the ardour of its ex- 
ceeding love towards Him and from the sweetness of re- 
joicing which it experiences in beholding its Bridegroom 
Christ, rejoices and weeps, and renounces this visible world 
and all that it contains. It renounces even itself, if only it be 
not deprived of the love of its heavenly Spouse . 1 Now the 
soul and God are bound together in closest union, for the 
soul has been absorbed and taken captive by Divine Love, 
and has renounced all that was its own, both external pos- 
sessions and the inner possessions of its will and feeling, 
and it knows nothing now save His love. “ For just as when 
the sun rises above the horizon, the shroud of darkness 
vanishes from the face of the earth, so that it reveals itself 
in all its beauty, so likewise when the love of Christ shines 
forth in the soul, and the veil of the former man is taken 
away, the hidden things which were not seen by it before 
become visible. As, when iron is placed in the fire, and the 
fire passes into it and becomes one substance with -i t, the 
iron partakes of the fire, and assumes its likeness anc^olour, 
and no longer appears as it formerly did, but takes on the 
aspect of the fire, because it has become absorbed in the fire 
and the fire in it, and so they have become one , 2 so when the 
love of Christ comes into the soul as a living fire which con- 
sumes the weeds of sin from the soul, it becomes one sub- 
stance with Him and He with it. That which was old has 
become new, and that which was dead is now alive, and from 
the likeness of its own nature, it is changed into the likeness 
of God. Now everything which it sees appears to it as the 
likeness of God, for it is granted to the creatures to see the 
works of God spiritually, and it is absorbed in its love for 
all men. For if it were possible, it would perish itself, that 

1 Cod. Saebau, xi., fol. 114a. 

2 This simile of the iron and the fire was a favourite one with the 
mystics. Cf. above Macarius, p. 64 ; also St. Bernard on The Love of 
God, p. 45, and Richard of St. Victor : “ When the soul is plunged 
in the fire of Divine love, like iron, it first loses its blackness, and 
then growing to white heat, it becomes like unto the fire itself. And 
lastly it grows liquid, and losing its nature is transmuted into an utterly 
different quality of being.” 
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all might live, thereby becoming like to God, Whose life is 
immortal, not like the life of men.” 1 

John sums up his own teaching in this little mystical 
treatise. “ The gist of my words,” he says, “ is this : that 
everything which is of this world is opposed to that which be- 
longs to the Way of Christ. ... As long as the mind is a cap- 
tive to, and dominated by, the things of this world, whether 
they be great or small, so long will the light of the truth of 
the Way of Christ be hidden from it. . . . When the creature 
is reborn from the material world into the spiritual world, 
it begins to see with the spiritual eye, while it increases in 
spiritual knowledge, according to its degree of purity and 
holiness .” 2 John laments his own neglect of God, of inter- 
course with Him and contemplation of Him, for the sake of 
intercourse with men, to whom he had given his love in- 
stead of to God his Father, and he concludes by saying : 
“ Now I, who am weak, admonish everyone who seeks to 
become the disciple of Christ, that he be not in bondage to 
anything of this world, whether it be manifest or secret, nor 
care for anything, except to be pleasing to God. 

“ But this I will say, that if a man does not, as far as is pos- 
sible, keep his soul apart from the world, and renounce all 
that is in the world, both manifest and hidden, he cannot 
attain to the perfection of Christ Our Lord, to Whom be 
glory, and on us His mercy, for ever and ever. Amen .” 3 

John’s chief emphasis, therefore, is on asceticism, and 
especially on renunciation of the world, and the embracing 
of the solitary life, as the way to perfection for the soul. 
But to the soul that has trodden the Way unflinchingly, the 
end is assured, the Vision Blest will be granted to it, and it 
will have the joy of experiencing the life lived in conscious 
union with its Lord. John’s mysticism, we note, is Christo- 
centric, it is the “ light of Christ ” which dawns in the soul, 
the “ love of Christ ” which cleanses it from sin, and the 
Path is “ the way of Christ.” It is through Christ, as the 
Way, the Truth and the Life, that the soul of the mystic 
comes to look upon the very Essence of God, to be changed 
into His likeness and itself made Godlike. 

1 Spiritual State of the Soul, xii., fol. 114 b. 

* Ibid., fol. 11 j b. • 3 Ibid., fol. 11 6 a. 
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(c) The Book of the Holy Hierotheos 

This mystical treatise has commonly been ascribed to 
Stephen Bar Sudayli, a monk who was living in Jerusalem at 
the end of the fifth century. The book was reputed to be 
his in the eighth and ninth centuries, and there is consider- 
able internal evidence that part of it, at any rate, was his 
work. He was certainly influenced by Neo-Platonism and 
Alexandrian Christian theosophy, and though the book 
claims Dionysius the pseudo-Areopagite as a disciple of the 
author, it is probable that Stephen wrote after the appear- 
ance of the writings of Dionysius. The preface to the book 
states that “ the holy Hierotheus ” became the perfect Priest 
and Hierarch and Master-of-Revelations and Shewer-of- 
Fair-Things, and being inspired through his own purity, 
he was moved to write this mystical treatise to teach the 
Way of Perfection which leads to Heaven . 1 

The book deals chiefly with the Union of the soul with 
God, and the ascent thereto. God is the First GoflBj Who 
brought all things into existence and seeks to regain all who 
have fallen from their first estate, and to respond to their 
yearning for Himself. The First Good is also the Universal 
Essence, the Self-Existent, with Which all separate exist- 
ences seek to unite themselves again, and Which is the ful- 
filment of their natural yearning. The mind of the mystic, 
therefore, seeks the way of ascent ; the fulfilment of the ser- 
vice of Minds and the completion of their labours is their 
glorious ascent, and God does not leave the Mind to fall, 
but calls and brings it back and presents and receives it . . . 
and they leave the labour in which they were, and purely 
and holily run the glorious race to be united, so far as is 
possible, with the Supreme Good, which was from of old, 
and press forward eagerly without hindrance to be with it 
and in it .” 2 

Those who ascend require a purification as of fire ; they 
must be willing to endure the crucifixion of the old man, 
which means the slaying of the body of sin — “then the 

1 Book of the Holy Hierotheos (ed. Marsh), p. 149. 

* Ibid., Second Discourse, c. 12. 
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Mind (of the Mystic) draws near, nakedly, without soul and 
without body — and surrenders itself in holiness and hurfiility 
to the Cross.” 1 Love is the motive which incites the mysti c 
to seek unification^ but it belongs to a stage which Is still 
faFTrom the "goal, y Love,” says the author, “ is the pure 
\and holy communion which binds divinely, and wondrously 
l encircles that which loves unification ; but those in this con- 
dition are also very far from unification. For, lo, the very 
name of Love is a sign of distinction, for Love is not estab- 
lished by one but by two, by the lover and by that which he 
loves . . . and on this side of Unification will be given to 
us the glorious title of Love.” 2 Through purification and 
sanctification — the passive and the active sides of the 
preparation, whereby the soul is first cleansed from all de- 
filement and then adorned with all virtues — the seeker 
passes to unification. And now the writer approaches that 
which he feels must be spoken of without words, for it is 
beyond speech, and must be perceived without the under- 
standing, for it is above the intellect, being indeed the 
hidden Silence and the mystic Quiet, which does away with 
the senses and has no use for outward forms, which seeks in 
mystical stillness that perfect and original unification with 
the primeval Goodness, and that adherence thereto which 
is perfect and holy, for where One is, distinction prevails 
no more. 3 “ I do not know,” he writes, “ how to put into 
words what things belong to the Mind at that time of Com- 
mingling, since all the glorious and holy Secrets of which 
the Mind is accounted worthy at the time when it becomes 
* without appearance ’ are, perhaps, beyond the power of 
speech.” 4 

“ Unification ” is to this writer something less than com- 
plete union, which is expressed by this final “ commingling.” 
In unification there is still some distinction, 5 but in those 
who have been “ commingled. ” no distinction and no dif- 
ference can be found. Tliose who have been merely joined 
together in unification may be separated again, but those 
who have been truly united in “ commingling ” can no 

1 Book of the Holy Hierotheos, Second Discourse, c. 1 2. 

3 Ibid., iv. 20. 3 Ibid., ii. 3. 4 Ibid., iv. 21. 

5 Cf. my Rabi ' a the Mystic and her Fellow-Saints in Islam, pp. 78-80. 
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more be torn asunder. 1 The spiritual marriage of the soul 
and God has been consummated, and henceforth the mystic 
lives the unitive life and abides therein. The Essence of 
Water is one, though it may be divided into many portions; 
so also is the Essence of the Sun one, though its rays are 
many, but the ray commingled with the Essence ceases to 
be a ray. It is likewise with Fire, the Essence of which is 
one, though manifested in many flames, which are absorbed 
again into the Fire. So the Mind (of the mystic) made per- 
fect, returns to its own Essence and is commingled with the 
Good and is no longer the Mind. “ For when the Mind is 
commingled in the Good, that distinction which it formerly 
possessed is no longer known or seen ; and, further, when 
there is in it One, no longer are there counted with it Two : 
for the time is appointed and destined to be when the 
number Two (/.*., duality) shall be no more ; for it is evident 
that whatsoever is divided, is divided from One, but if 
division be removed, of necessity All will become One.” 2 
Such a commingling means deification, for it is the identi- 
fication of God with the soul of the mystic. The Mina, now 
made divine, becomes one with Christ and is itself the Son 
of God. 3 It goes even beyond that state ; “ when the Minds 
have reached the fulness of divine growth and holy per- 
fection, they then acquire the designation of the Godhead — 
nay, to speak mystically, they become the Essence of God.” 4 

This writer’s mystical doctrine is obviously derived from 
the Neo-Platonists and especially Plotinus, in respect of the 
soul’s ascent back to its source, and in his view that the 
perfected soul becomes the divine Mind and is then com- 
mingled with Ultimate Reality, the Essence of the Godhead 
Itself. His mysticism is theocentric rather than Christo- 
centric, but he doubtless owed much to the earlier mystical 
teaching of the Christian Church, and it is more than prob- 
able that certain sections of his book were based upon the 
“Areopagite” writings. Though Hierotheos wrote in 
Syriac and Dionysius in Greek, there is a great similarity ifi 
the phrases used, and by both writers it is the via nega- 

1 Book of the Holy Hierotheos, iv. 21. 2 Ibid., iv. 21. 

3 Cf. St. Paul, Gal. ii. 20; Rom. viii. 14. 

* Book of the Holy Hierotheos, iii. i, 
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tiva ” that is pointed out as the only way to perfection and 
to union. Hierotheos teaches a thoroughgoing pantheism : 
God is All in all, and unto Him must all return. His is an 
esoteric doctrine also ; there is need for the concealment of 
these holy mysteries, because all minds are not pure enough 
or bright enough to receive them. 

The book was widely read among Eastern Christians, and 
there is little doubt that it had a direct influence upon the 
belief and conduct of the members of the Syriac Church. 
It was in use as a guide to mystical doctrine and practice for 
more than thirteen centuries , 1 and may be regarded as the 
main source of western Syriac Mysticism, while the next 
writer to be considered, Isaac of Nineveh, is the chief re- 
presentative of eastern Syriac Mysticism. 

(d) Isaac of Nineveh 

Isaac of Nineveh, living in the seventh century a.d., was 
ordained Bishop of Nineveh by the Catholicos Mar George. 
After holding this office for only five months, he resigned 
it and went away to live in the mountains with the solitaries. 
There he made a study of Mysticism, and penetrated deeply 
into its doctrines and practice. His Mystical Treatises, in- 
tended for the guidance of solitaries who were seeking to 
tread the mystic Way, were written in the second half of the 
seventh century a.d. He mentions several of his sources, 
such as the Life of Anthony, Evagrius, St. Basil and Diony- 
sius, and it seems probable that he was acquainted with the 
Book of Hierotheos . 2 

He is concerned more with the Way, and the first two 
stages of it — i.e., Purification and Illumination — than with 
speculation concerning the nature of the Godhead and Its 
relation to the soul, or with the final goal of the mystic, the 
union with God. God is the only real Being ; He is there- 
fore the Creator and Final Cause of all things, and to Him 
all things must seek to return. He is perfect Goodness, and 
therefore the Way must mean purification from all defile- 
ment for those who would look upon Him as He is. Isaac’s 

1 Cf. Marsh, op. cit ., pp. 248, 249. 

2 Ibid., pp. 251-255. 
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admonition not to venture to look at the Sun until the apple 
of the soul’s eye has been purified, recalls the words of 
Plotinus, “ Never did the eye see the sun unless it had first 
become sun-like, and never can the soul have vision of the 
First Beauty unless itself be beautiful.” 1 Asceticism is the 
only means of purification, “ the mother of saintliness,” and 
to Isaac withdrawal from the world seemed a necessary 
means to the practice of effective asceticism. No one could 
come near to God except by being far from the world ; by 
fleeing from the delights of this world, the mind would be 
free to behold the world to come ; only those who had ceased 
to long after this world’s goods were dead to the world in 
truth, and it is only the heart which is really dead to the 
world which is wholly astir in God. 2 The seeker, writes 
Isaac, “ considers this world as a place of transition for those 
who enter into it. They have entered it as an inn for the 
night and left it as travellers — without thinking of return — 
this world will be in his eyes as a prison, and its first sweet- 
ness will be more bitter than any bitter thing and the J oy e of 
his life and its desirable beauty will seem the type of Hell.” 3 

When the ties of the material have been dissolved, then 
are forged the bonds with God. Death in life will save the 
soul from life in death. Hardships must be welcomed for 
the sake of the good, the love of God cannot be kindled 
in a heart that loves comfort. “ Until the outward man be- 
comes dead to the ways of the world, not only to sin, but 
also to the whole bodily service — until the natural impulse 
is brought low — so that the sweetness of sin has no more 
mastery over the heart, the spirit of God does not spread its 
sweetness, and man’s limbs are not unveiled to life, and 
divine impulses do not show themselves in the soul.” 4 
Naked the swimmer dives into the sea to find a pearl, and 
naked the solitary should live in this world in order that he 
may find the pearl of great price. 6 The servant of God who 
thus strips himself, ana, renouncing the world, betakes him- 
self to the solitary life, and gives himself up night and day 
to the works of God, need have no anxiety as to his own re- 

1 Ettnead, i. 9. (S. Mackenna’s translation.) 

3 Mystical Treatises (tr. A. Wensinck), pp. 1, 29, 292. 

* Ibid., pp. 154, 155. * Ibid., p. 41. s Ibid., p. 218. 
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quirements in the way of dress and food and shelter. God 
will care for him and give him all he needs in due season. 
Such confidence in God is beautiful and fitting, and the 
servant who practises it is strengthened against all fear and, 
having entrusted his life to God, can dwell in mental peace. 1 
The mystic, free from anxiety, now follows the Way to per- 
fection, and is encouraged by the evidence given to him, 
that he is making progress and ever drawing nearer to his 
goal. “ Every station which on the morrow thou attainest 
to in the way of excellence and knowledge of the truth,” 
Isaac tells the seeker, “ will be found by thee more glorious 
and excellent than that in which thou hast spent the night 
before. Thou departest, wondering at the beauty of the 
station which thou hast entered today. But its beauty 
vanishes by the beauty of that which thou wilt reach to- 
morrow.” 2 

From labour and vigils in solitude — for solitude is the 
beginning of the purification of the soul, bringing about the 
liberation of the true man and giving fresh life to the soul — 
springs purity of mind, which consists in being held captive 
by the attraction of Divine things, and from purity of mind 
arises inward light. This spiritual attraction comes from 
love in the heart, for the lover counts his own life as nothing 
in comparison with his Friend ; in all that he does, he is 
inflamed with this consuming passion of love for God ; the 
soul that loves God can find its rest in Him alone. Love of 
one’s neighbour is a thing excellent and commendable, but 
only if the thought of it does not turn us from the love of 
God, which is the highest and the only abiding type of love. 3 
“ Love which is maintained by things,” says Isaac, “ is to be 
compared with a small flame whose light subsists by oil, and 
a stream subsisting through rain, whose flow ceases as soon 
as the supply which maintains it becomes deficient. Love 
of which God is the cause, is as a source welling from the 
depth, whose current will never cease. For He alone is the 
source of love whose supply does not fail.” 4 Love, he says, 
is the wine which gladdens the heart of man, and blessed 
is that man who has drunk thereof. Again he says that re- 

1 Mystical Treatises, pp. 46, 67. a Ibid., p. 122. 

* Ibid., p. 221. 4 Ibid., p. 256. 
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pentance is the ship , fear her governor, and love the Divine 
port. When we have reached Love, we have reached God . 1 

It is by prayer that love is maintained, fo r prayer is int er- 
c ourse w ith God, by which the mind is enlightened andthe 
soul exalted, and the spirit brought to concentrate on that 
which is Divine, and at the time of prayer, the spirit is rapt 
away and beholds things unspeakable. “ What time is so 
holy and fit for sanctification and receiving of gifts,” asks 
Isaac, “ as the time of prayer, in which man speaks with 
God ? At this time ... of God alone he thinks, and Him 
alone he supplicates ; his whole thought is absorbed in dis- 
course with Him and His heart is full of Him. It is in this 
state, therefore, that the Holy Spirit joins with the things, 
which the man prays, some unattainable insights which it 
stirs in him, so that by these insights . . . the mind is ab- 
sorbed in ecstasy .” 2 The highest form of prayer is mental 
prayer, which is pure prayer, for all prayer that can be 
prayed, Isaac considers to lie on this side of spirituality. 
The words uttered by the tongue and the petitions of the 
heart in prayer are but keys ; “ What comes after them is 
the entering into the treasury. Here, then, all mouths and 
tongues are silent, and the heart, the treasurer of the 
thoughts, the mind, the governor of the senses, the daring 
spirit, that swift bird, and all their means and powers . . . 
have to stand still there ; for the Master of the house has 
come .” 3 There is no prayer beyond pure prayer, because 
beyond this limit prayer passes into ecstasy ; the spirit no 
longer sees, but it beholds. Prayer was the seed, contempla- 
tion is the harvest, and the reaper stands amazed to see how 
from the poor, bare grains he sowed, a harvest of glorious 
ears has sprung up before him . 4 

The soul of the mystic has passed through the stages of 
purification and illumination, from bodily knowledge to 
psychic knowledge, and at last it has reached the stage of 
perfection, of the spiritual gnosis, that light which dawns in 
the soul and reveals to it the hidden mysteries and the secret 
riches of the Godhead. By this the soul is kindled to the 
faith of certainty and rapt away from this visible world, and 

1 Mystical Treatises, pp. 211, 212. 2 Ibid., p. 117. 

* Ibid., p. 112. 4 Ibid., pp. 112, 113. 
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as one intoxicated with that wine of the love of God, it 
remains continually in ecstatic contemplation of Him, and 
by “ insight without sight,” it is able to look upon the 
Divine Essence . 1 Having that Vision before it, the soul can- 
not be drawn aside to concern itself with any lower being. 
“ When the beauty of all which exists in that order of things 
is inferior to His Beauties, how should it be possible for the 
mind not to fix its gaze exclusively on Him ?” 2 So, in this 
world, here and now, the veil is sometimes drawn aside from 
before the eyes of the spirit, so that the mind is rapt away 
in ecstasy and gazes upon the Divine glory; but such 
glimpses of the Invisible are of short duration in this life, 
lest the soul should be unwilling ever to return to earth. 
But in the next life the soul will dwell forever in the Presence 
of God and gaze unceasingly upon that wondrous Vision . 3 

Yet it is not necessary to search heaven and earth to attain 
to that Vision of God. The soul is His image, and when the 
soul is purified, the mystic will find God within himself ; 
“ the ladder to the Kingdom is hidden within thee,” says 
Isaac, “ and within thy soul .” 4 Again he says : “ Grace 
makes manifest all the glory which God has hidden in the 
nature of the soul, showing the soul this glory and making 
it glad because of its own beauty. So that when it sees the 
great and unspeakable treasures which God has laid in it 
and which were hidden from it, by the defiled mantle of 
affections and ignorance, but which, now that it has torn 
asun der the garment of affections, He has shown to it — it 
is captured on account of its gladness by His love and turns 
its back on earthly things. 

“ Moreover, it does not remember the body which hid its 
own beauties from its sight. Then it sees heavenly beauties 
in itself, as the exact mirror which by its great purity shows 
the beauty of faces .” 6 

The soul now knows itself to be one with God, it has 
become the image of the Godhead, “ through unification 
with the Incomprehensible,” and it now lives the unitive 
life. Blessed is that one to whom this fountain has been 
opened and who drinks therefrom at all times ; his end is 

1 Mystical Treatises, pp. 248 ff. 3 Ibid., p. 203. 

* Ibid., pp. 203, 204. 4 Ibid., p. 8. * Ibid., p. 349. 
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attained, he has reached the Goal, and now he lives the 
perfect life in God. 

Isaac’s eschatological teaching is simple and spiritual. 
To be saved from hell is the Kingdom, and to be shut out 
from the Kingdom is hell, and again he says : “ Scourgings 
for love’s sake, namely, of those who perceive that they 
have sinned against love, are more hard and bitter than 
tortures through fear. ... In hell, the hard tortures are 
grief for love. The inhabitants of heaven, however, make 
drunk their soul with the delight of love .” 1 

To sum up the mystical teaching of Isaac of Nineveh : 
he holds that God is the only real Being ; that man is made 
in the Divine imag e, and by purification'' can cleanse the 
’soul from the defilements of sin, so that the image of God 
within it will once more be revealed. The soul, thus purified, 
can look upon God in all His Beauty, and once again be 
joined to That from Which it first came forth. He was 
plainly influenced by the teachings of the Alexandrian 
Hellenists and the Stoics — who taught that God was with 
man and within him — and to some extent by Philo, who 
also regarded man as the reflection of the Divine, and whose 
description of the soul rapt away from consciousness of 
itself when it has penetrated into the Holy of Holies, is very 
like Isaac’s description of the Vision. From Plato, no doubt 
through the writings of Plotinus, he has taken the idea of 
the ascent of the soul . 2 

Isaac is thoroughly representative of the mysticism of his 
time and of the Middle East, and, as we shall see, his teaching 
had an influence which was not limited to the members of 
the Christian Church, but had also a considerable effect on 
the mysticism of Islam. 

1 Mystical Treatises, p. 136. 

2 Cf. the teachings of a much later mystic, Walter Hilton (ob. 1396), 
whose Scale of Perfection gives a similar idea of the soul and its relation 
to God. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CHRISTIANITY AND ISLAM AT THE BEGINNING OF THE 
ISLAMIC ERA 

It was in such an environment that Islam had its rise and 
the Arabs made themselves predominant, in the first place, 
as a political power, and in the second, as the preachers of 
a new faith. They found, both in their own native country 
and in those countries which they invaded and conquered, 
Christians living and practising their faith, in some cases as 
a minority among pagans, in others as the representatives 
of the prevailing religion of the country. 

In Arabia itself, Christianity had been established from 
an early period, probably as the result of the efforts of mis- 
sionaries from Syria or ‘Iraq, since South Arabia was on 
the regular route from Syria to ‘Iraq. Legend attributed the 
first preaching of Christianity in this region to a Syrian 
named Phemion, a pious ascetic, who wandered from 
village to village, working for his own maintenance, “ whose 
prayers were answered.” He was captured by Arabs, who 
sold him as a slave in Najran. His master saw him one night 
praying, while the whole house in which he was seemed to 
be filled with light, a well-known sign of sanctity. He was 
said to have destroyed the sacred palm-tree worshipped by 
the inhabitants of Najran, and to have converted them to 
Christianity . 1 About the middle of the fourth century, the 
Emperor Constantius II. sent an embassy under the Indian 
monk and bishop Theophilus to South Arabia, to seek an 
alliance with the Himyarites and to attract the people of 
Yaman to Christianity. Theophilus was successful to a con- 
siderable extent ; permission was given to build churches, 
and it is said that the king became a Christian . 2 The 
Nestorian chroniclers tell also of a travelling merchant 
1 Tabari I., ii. 919 ff* 2 Philos torgius, H.E. y Bk. II. 
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named Hannan, who lived in the days of Yazdigird I. 
(a.d. 399-420), and visited Hira, and there made acquaint- 
ance with Christians and learnt their doctrine. He took his 
new faith back to his native land, and converted not only 
his own family, but others, who combined with him in the 
work of winning Himyar and the neighbouring districts to 
Christianity. Whatever may have been the means whereby, 
or the exact date at which, Christianity came into Arabia, 
it was certainly in existence there from the fourth century 
onwards, and a modern traveller states that “ literature, 
monuments and oral tradition concur to show that Chris- 
tianity was pretty widely diffused throughout the Najran 
of Yaman and Hadramaut, and no less that this country was 
then far more populous and enjoying, a higher degree of 
prosperity and civilization than since.” 1 

In the sixth century, probably about 523 a.d., the Christ--', 
ians of Najran were subject to severe persecution by 
Dhu-Nuwas, the Himyarite King of al- Yaman, who put 
many of them to death. The Christians sought help from 
the Emperor at Constantinople, and he urged the Christian 
King of Abyssinia to avenge this persecution by the in- 
vasion of al-Yaman. 2 An Abyssinian overlordship was thus 
established in South Arabia, and Abraha al-Ashram was 
appointed governor there and built a great cathedral at 
§an‘a. In a.d. 597 Yaman became a Persian province and 
Nestorianism was introduced there, a fact not without im- 
portance in regard to the impression made by Christianity 
upon the mind of Muhammad when he came to formulate 
the doctrines of his new faith. At this period Christianity 
was spread among all the tribes belonging to the old Roman 
province of Arabia, especially among the Quda'a, and there 
were Christians in Wadi al-Qura, east of the Hijaz, where 
there were hermitages to be found, in Ayla, at the head of 
the Gulf of Acaba, and in Taima ; these Christians were 
probably Melkites. Ayla probably became Christian at an 
early date, owing to its proximity to Syria and Palestine, 
and its ruler was a Christian when Muhammad made his 

1 W. G. Palgrave, A Year’s Journey through Central and Eastern 
Arabia, i. 88. 

a Cf. Assem., B.O., i. 359, 361. 
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appearance. Duma al-Jandal, a fortified place on the way 
from Damascus to Medina, was also entirely Christian at 
the beginning of the Islamic era, and was ruled by a Chris- 
tian king, with a bishop under the jurisdiction of Damascus. 1 
There seems to be no evidence of a pre-Muslim translation 
of the Bible into Arabic, or of a Christian Church at that 
period using an Arabic service. It is probable that the Chris- 
tian Bible in use in Arabia at this time was in Syriac, and the 
Christians there would be familiar at least with the Gospels 
and the Psalms. 

While Christians at this time were but a small minority 1 
in Arabia, in Egypt their religion was practically that of the 
state. Alexandria was the headquarters of the school of the 
Christian Hellenist^ and Christians were to be found every- 
where in the towns and villages of Egypt. Most of North 
Africa, thanks, in part at least, to the labours of St. Augus- 
tine, was also Christian. South of Egypt was the strong 
Christian kingdom of Nubia. In Asia Minor, Christianity 
had penetrated into all departments of life ; Armenia had 
become officially a Christian country by the end of the third 
century, and Cappadocia was entirely Christian by a.d. 325. 
Pontus and Phrygia were early Christianised and, as we have 
seen, monasticism and the cult of the spiritual life, organised 
and developed by the labours of St. Basil, had taken a great 
hold on the country. 

Syria and Palestine had been the first home of Christianity, 
and from its first foundation in Jerusalem, Damascus and 
Antioch, the Church had extended itself as far as the Arabian 
desert. Bishoprics were established beyond the Jordan, and 
in Palmyra and the district east of Jordan were to be found 
many Christian hermits, who influenced many of the desert 
Arabs, and won numbers of them to Christianity ; St. Nilus 
is mentioned as one who evangelised these savage tribes. 2 
When certain of these Arabs, whom the historians call 
“ Saracens,” about a.d. 376 revolted against the Roman 
Empire under their Christian queen Maria, “ who, notwith- 
standing her sex, possessed masculine intrepidity,” she 
offered to make peace if the Arab monk Moses, one of these 

1 Mas‘udl, viii. 248, 249. 

2 Montalembert, The Monks of the West , p. 249. 
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solitaries, was constituted bishop. This was done, and 
Maria made peace with Rome, and Moses was able to do 
good work among her subjects. 1 The chief of these Chris- 
tian desert tribes were the Beni Ghassan, who in a.d. 548 
sent to Byzantium, asking for a Monophysite bishop for the 
Arab tribes, and Theodora the Empress, in response, ar- 
ranged for the consecration of Bishop Theodore to Basra, 
for the Arabs. The Beni Ghassan were held responsible to 
the Roman Government for the good behaviour of all the 
Arab tribes of Palestine, Arabia, Phoenicia, and North Syria. 
They acted as frontier guards, and at the time when Mu- 
hammad appeared, they were regarded as the leaders of 
Arab Christianity. Other Syrian Bedouin tribes who were 
Christians at this period were the Beni Tanukh, living near 
Aleppo, the Beni Salih, the Jurajima, living near Antioch, 
and the tribes of Bahra, Lakhm and Judham. 

Farther East, Christianity had established itself in Meso- 1 
potamia and Persia. As early as the third century the Chris- 
tian Church was widely spread and covered an area extend- 
ing from the mountains of Kurdistan to the Persian Gulf, 
and was governed by more than twenty bishops. 2 The 
Emperor Constantine, in a letter to Sapor, King of Persia, 
speaks of his joy in the multitudes of Persians who had 
become Christians, and the fact that the finest provinces of 
Persia were honoured with their residence. 3 Edessa was the 
metropolis of the Syriac-speaking Church, and from there 
Christianity spread down the Euphrates and across the 
Tigris. There were churches to be found at Nisibis, Arbela, 
Junde-Shapur, Kashkar and Seleucia-Ctesiphon, which be- 
came the seat of the Nestorian patriarch, and in the fifth 
century there were bishoprics established at Rayy, Herat, 
Merv, Teheran, and Ispahan. The Christian converts in 
‘Iraq and Persia worked hard as missionaries among all 
their neighbours, and Christian merchants did their part as 
they travelled up and down the country on their business. 
By the end of the sixth century there was hardly a town 

1 Socrates, Hist. Ecc/es., IV. xxxvi. ; Theodoret, Hist. Eccles., 
III. xix. 

s W. A. Wigram, History of the Assyrian Church, pp. 24 ff. 

* Theodoret op. cit., I. xxv. 
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without its church and bishop. Missions were sent to evan- 
gelise the Huns and the Turks, and in the seventh century 
large communities of Turks were converted by the Metro- 
politan Elijah of Merv. At this time Christianity had pene- 
trated into Eastern and Western Turkistan, Mongolia, Man- 
churia, North China and South-Eastern Siberia, while there 
were bishoprics, in addition to those already mentioned, at 
Gilan, Sijistan and Tus. 1 

A number of the Christians in these regions belonged to 
Arab tribes, including the Beni ‘Abd al-Qays in Bahrayn, 
and the famous tribe of the Beni Taghlib in central Meso- 
potamia. At the time when Islam arose, they were a numer- 
ous tribe, entirely Christian and very powerful/ Hlra, 
where some of the Taghlibites established themselves, be- 
came the headquarters of the Christian Arabs in ‘Iraq terri- 
tory, and they were known there as Tbad (/.<?., servants of 
God). Hlra was the seat of the Lakhmide dynasty, which 
was responsible to the Persian Government for the Arabs 
within the Persian Empire, in the same way that the Ghas- 
sanides were responsible to the Roman Government for 
those in Syria and Arabia, though the Lakhmide rulers, un- 
like the Ghassanides, were non-Christian. 

We find, then, that at the time when Muhammad appeared' 
Christianity was a living force in Arabia, Egypt, North 
Africa, Nubia, Syria, and Asia Minor, in Mesopotamia and 
Persia, on the shores of the Persian Gulf, in Turkestan, and 
still farther East, so that at the time when he was evolving 
his new creed and endeavouring to formulate its doctrine 
and practice, he was in close contact with Christians and the 
Christian Church, and that later, when his armies and those 
of his successors sought to secure political power for Islam, 
and to enforce its acceptance, it was into countries mainly 
Christian that they penetrated, it was peoples strongly in- 
fluenced by Christianity whom they conquered, and it was 
in the midst of populations permeated by Christian teaching 
and Christian culture that they established themselves. 

The contact between Muslims and Christians in the first 

1 Cf. A. Mingana, Early Spread of Christianity in Central Asia and 
the Far East, pp. 7 ff. 

* Baladhurl, i. 1 10, 248, 249. 
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centuries after the conquest was of necessity close, and we 
find it operating in various spheres of life — political, social, 
professional, cultural and religious. Not only were many of 
those conquered by the Arabs, Christian at the time of the 
conquest, but large numbers of them retained their faith on 
the terms granted by the conquerors, which generally in- 
volved the payment of a tribute in return for the right to 
retain and practise their faith without hindrance. Muham- 
mad himself made terms with the Christians of Najran, who 
sent a deputation consisting of forty ecclesiastics, led by the 
bishop, and twenty laymen. He granted them protection 
for their religion and their churches and for monastic in- 
stitutions, as well as for their bishops, priests, monks and 
hermits, none of whom was to be moved from his abode. 1 
‘Umar, wishing to carry out the injunction of the Prophet 
to allow only one faith in Arabia, expelled the Christians 
from Najd, almost as soon as he assumed office, and trans- 
ported them to Syria, east of Jordan and ‘Iraq, where they 
were granted lands in compensation for those of which they 
had been deprived. Yet Christian influence was not alto- 
gether at an end in Arabia, for towards the end of the eighth 
century the Catholicos Timothy consecrated a bishop named 
Peter for Yaman and San‘a,and the Catholicos John V. wrote 
a letter in a.d. 901 to a priest named Hasan, who lived in 
Yaman, answering certain questions which Hasan had ad- 
dressed to him. 2 

At the conquest of Damascus in a.d. 634, Khalid, who 
had been sent by the Caliph Abu Bakr to subdue Syria, made 
an agreement with the Christian bishop that he would give 
security for the lives of Christians and their goods and 
churches. At first the great basilica of St. John appears to 
have been used for worship by both Christians and Muslims, 
but later the Christians were obliged to accept churches in 
the suburbs in the place of the Church of St. John, which 
became a mosque. But evidently amicable relations existed 
between conquerors and conquered at this early stage. 
Similar terms were made for other places in Palestine and 
Syria, including Jerusalem, which was taken in a.d. 628. 
‘Umar made the following agreement, which applied also to 

1 Ibn Sa‘d, i. 2, 55 ff. 3 L. Cheikko, al-Nasrdnijya, 1 . 67. 
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the villages: “In the Name of God the Merciful, the Com- 
passionate 1 This is the security granted to the people of 
Aelya by ‘Umar, the Commander of the Faithful. He grants 
them security for their lives and their property, their 
churches and their crosses, and everything else which con- 
cerns their religion. Their churches shall not become dwell- 
ing-houses nor be demolished ; there shall be no diminution 
of what belongs to them or is included in their property, 
nor any (destruction) of the crosses of the people nor of any 
part of their possessions, nor shall they be coerced in the 
matter of their faith, nor shall any one of them be harmed.” 1 
We have a witness to the respect inspired by the life led by 
the Christian ascetics in the instruction given by Abu Bakr 
to the soldiers who were going into Syria, “ You will find 
people who have secluded themselves in cells ; let them 
alone, for they have secluded themselves for the sake of 
God.” In a.d. 670 Arculfus, a Frankish bishop who made 
a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, and afterwards wrote a de- 
tailed account of his travels, saw the great churches in Jeru- 
salem, and reported that they were treated tolerantly by the 
Muslims. 2 While the Beni Ghassan abjured their faith and 
became Muslims, many of the Christian Bedouins adhered 
to their religion. The Jurajima made peace on condition 
of helping the Muslims in time of war, but they themselves 
remained Christian. The same was the case with the Beni 
Tanukh, who remained Christian up to the reign of the 
Caliph al-Mahdi (a.d. 775-786). The Bishop of Ayla, on the 
borders of Syria {cf. p. 104 above), whose name was John 
b. Ruba, made peace with the Prophet on payment of a 
iizya amounting to three hundred dinars. 3 ‘Umar, when he 
visited Syria in a.d. 639, stayed with the Bishop of Ayla, 
and he showed friendliness towards the Christians of the 
town. Elsewhere, many of those forming the agricultural 
population of Syria, while remaining Christian, settled down 
peacefully under Muslim rule. 

Islam was introduced into Africa by the invasion of Egypt 
in a.d. 640, and ‘Amr b. al-‘As was entrusted with the com- 

1 Tabari I., v. 2405. 

8 Cf. A. J. Butler, The Arab Conquest of Egypt, p. 497. 

3 Cf. L. Cheikko, al-Nasraniyya, p. 108 ; Mas'udI, viii. 272. 
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mand. When he had defeated the Copts, he left them in pos- 
session of their churches and allowed them autonomy in all 
ecclesiastical affairs. Abu Salih, in his “ Akhbar min nawahi 
misr wa aqta'iha,” composed at the beginning of the thir- 
teenth century, shows how friendly had been the relations 
existing between Copts and Muslims in the early centuries 
of Islam, and he gives a tradition according to which Mu- 
hammad said, “ The Copts are the most noble of foreigners, 
the gentlest of them in action, the best in qualities and the 
nearest in kinship to the Arabs generally, and to the Quraysh 
in particular,” 1 and so the Prophet definitely commended the 
Copts to the care of the Muslims. In addition to the Copts 
of Egypt, who have lived side by side with the Muslims from 
the seventh century up to the present day, in North Africa 
also, where Idris of Morocco, in a.d. 789, compelled many 
Christians to accept Islam, small numbers of Christians sur- 
vived for several centuries. 

In the Middle East, Christianity survived to a consider-' 
able extent, after the Muslim conquest. Isho-yahbh, the Nes- 
torian patriarch, negotiated with the Arabs on behalf of his 
church, and both Nestorians and Jacobites secured recogni- 
tion of their status as a “ milla ” (religious sect) by payment 
of a tribute, and were accorded the right to keep their 
churches, but not to build new ones. 2 This agreement was 
renewed and confirmed by ‘Umar b. al-Khattab. In Edessa 
the Christians were allowed to keep the cathedral and its 
surroundings as their property, with the same proviso that 
they were not to build any new churches beyond what they 
already had. The same was the case in Raqqa. While many 
of the Nestorian Christians living in the district round about 
the Tigris became Muslims, others remained faithful to their 
religion, and this was true also of those who had been con- 
verted to Christianity in Turkistan. The existence of a con- 
siderable Christian community in Russian Turkistan as late 
as the ninth century has been proved by the recent discovery 
of two cemeteries containing Christian tombstones going 
back to that period, and a Syriac document, written probably 
in the latter part of the eighth century, by a Jacobite writer 

1 Of, cit, 9 foL iZb. 

* Cf, W. A. Wigram, History of the Assyrian Church , p. 309, 
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who lived in or near Baghdad, gives an account of a mission 
from the Christian Turks to Ctesiphon, to ask for the conse- 
cration of a bishop by the Nestorian Catholicos. These 
Christian Turks were at this time under four kings, each of 
whom ruled over four hundred thousand families : they had 
priests, deacons, and monks, possessed many places of wor- 
ship, and they read the Scriptures in the Syriac language. 1 

In the Euphrates district a number of the nomad tribes 
remained Christian, including the Beni Taghlib, who refused 
to abjure their faith and imposed conditions, insisting on, 
the free exercise of their faith, and on being excepted from 
the jityia, in lieu of which they paid a double alms. ‘Umar 
would not bring pressure to bear upon them, but forbade 
them to teach Christianity to their children, a prohibition 
which they ignored. We hear of George, Bishop of the Arab 
tribes (< ob . c. 714), whose diocese included the Arabs of al- 
Kufa, Tanukh, the Tha‘labites, the Taghlibites, and other 
nomad Arabs of Mesopotamia. 2 Christianity remained the 
religion of the Beni Taghlib under the rule of the Umma- 
yads and the ‘Abbasides. As for Hira, when Khalid attacked 
it in a.d. 633, he first seized some Christian convents on the 
outskirts, and the inmates, being expelled thence, urged the 
defenders of Hira to capitulate. They did so, making terms 
with Khalid, by which they were left free to remain Chris- 
tians on payment of tribute, and several centuries later many 
of the inhabitants of the neighbourhood were still Chris- 
tians. Many of the town dwellers retained their Christian 
faith, and also the agricultural population, for the time 
being, though later on large numbers of them apostatised. 
Yet there are still to be found members of the Nestorian 
Church and Jacobites, even at the present day, in the regions 
of ‘Iraq now predominantly Muslim. 

In a.d. 71 1 the Arabs penetrated into Spain, and so 
brought the new faith into Europe. While many of the 
Christian inhabitants Islamised, a considerable number re- 
mained true to their faith, and these were allowed the free 
exercise of their religion, and their religious buildings, in- 
cluding the convents and monasteries, were left undisturbed. 

1 A. Mingana, op. cit., pp. 40, 70-71. 

2 W. Wright, History of Syriac 'Literature , p. 156. 
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It is plain, then, that the political triumph of Islam did not 
mean the extermination of Christianity or of its adherents, 
who continued to live side by side with the Arabs. It would 
appear, too, that the relations of Christians and Muslims, 
the conquered and the conquerors, were friendly enough on 
the whole, in the years immediately succeeding the conquest, 
in most of the countries concerned. 

In the matter of social relationships also, the Muslims 
came into close contact with their Christian subjects, chiefly 
by means of marriage with Christian women. In too many 
cases these were forced marriages with captives carried off 
against their will to the harlms of the conquerors, but in 
time some at least of these women may have become recon- 
ciled to their fate, and it is probable that their Arab husbands 
felt some respect for wives who, in many instances, must 
have been their superiors in culture and upbringing. The 
story of Hind the younger, known as the builder of a con- 
vent at Hira, who was the daughter of Nu‘man b. al- 
Mundhir, king of Hira, suggests that Christian women were 
able to secure the respect of the Muslim conquerors. When 
Khalid took possession of Hira, he invited Hind to Islamise 
and offered her a Muslim husband, but she refused, to desert 
her own faith. She also declined the gifts he offered her and 
asked only for protection for the Christians, which she ob- 
tained . 1 It is possible that, as time went on, women would 
intermarry more willingly with Muslims, since the Prophet 
had laid it down that Christian wives could not be compelled 
to renounce their faith. The Muslims who married such 
women would be brought into the relation of kinship 
with the fathers and brothers and other relatives of such 
Christian wives. In Spain such intermarriages between Mus- 
lims and Spanish Christians seem to have been quite com- 
mon. This practice of intermarriage was of great import- 
ance, not only for the promotion of friendly social relations 
between Christians and Muslims, but much more for the 
opportunity which it gave to Christian mothers of influenc- 
ing the next generation of Muslims, who were their children, 
and entrusted to their care in their early years. It is true that 
all the children of such marriages would be brought up as 
1 Yaqut, ii. 708. 
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Muslims, but as the offspring of Christian mothers they 
could hardly fail to be affected by Christianising influences, 
and, in not a few cases, they must have imbibed Christian 
teaching and ideas from their mothers. The definitely 
Christian tone of some Muslim writers, and especially of the 
Sufis, may with great probability be traced back, in part at 
least, to this heritage from Christian mothers. 

In professional matters, the Muslims were not only 
brought into close contact with Christians, but were obliged 
to depend upon them to a large extent, because of the 
superior knowledge of their Christian subjects in science 
and the arts, of which the Arabs themselves knew little or 
nothing at the time of the conquest. In many places the 
civil administration was left practically unaltered, and as the 
Muslim conquerors had no knowledge of the methods em- 
ployed and the business details involved in the systems of 
administration which they found in existence, they were 
perforce obliged to fall back upon Christian officials to carry 
on the business of the State. In Egypt, the Copts were 
allowed to take a large share in the affairs of the Government, 
as secretaries and clerks, and up to the present day this holds 
good. Under the Ummayad caliphs, Syrian Christians fre- 
quently held high office at Court and, in the reign of Mu‘- 
awiya, the governor of Medina employed Christians from 
Ayla, to police the sacred city. The father of the Christian 
theologian John of Damascus was counsellor to the Caliph 
‘Abd al-Malik (a.d. 685 -705), and John himself held a similar 
official position till he withdrew to a life of seclusion in the 
monastery of Saba. Christians were frequently entrusted 
with the finances — e.g., the Copts were appointed to deal 
with the land tax in Egypt — and in Persia the Christians were 
found to be the most reliable among the Government 
officials. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, governor of Egypt (a.d. 677-686), 
had Christian chamberlains, Melkites, who are known to us 
because of a church they built at Helouan, and Christian 
chamberlains were employed also by al-Ma’mun (a.d. 813- 
833), and a church at al-Kantara, dedicated to the Pure 
Virgin, which they restored, was known as the “ Church of 
the Christian chamberlains.” 1 This Caliph displayed a very 
1 Abu Salih, op. cit ., fols. 52a, 53 a. 
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liberal spirit towards non-Muslims, and entrusted the 
greater part of the work of government to Greek and Latin 
Christians. 1 The Caliph al-Mu‘tasim (a.d. 833-842) em- 
ployed two Christian brothers, one of whom, Salmaya, acted 
as a kind of Secretary of State, who countersigned the royal 
decrees, while the other, Ibrahim, had the care of the privy 
seal, and the oversight of the Treasury. Under the Caliph 
al-Mu‘tadid (a.d. 892-902) a Christian, ‘Umar b. Yusuf, 
was appointed as governor of Anbar ; twice we hear of a 
Christian as Secretary of State for War during the reign 
of al-Mu‘tamid (a.d. 870-892) and again in the reign of 
al-Muqtadir (a.d. 908-93 2). 2 

Christians were also much respected as doctors, since in 
their knowledge and practice of medicine they were far 
superior to the untutored Arabs, and as physicians they fre- 
quently rose to positions of power and dignity under Muslim 
rulers. A Christian physician was employed by Mu'awiya, 
who appointed him to collect religious imposts in Homs. 
The ‘Abbaside Caliphs regularly employed Christian doctors, 
and Harun al-Rashld had two in his service. Farther East 
also, Christian doctors were held in high esteem, and in 
Persia it was considered that there were no physicians like 
the Christians. It is interesting in this connection to note 
that a traveller, passing through Muslim lands so recently as 
the nineteenth century, speaks of a Christian tribe to be 
found between Syria and Arabia, the members of which were 
practising as doctors, and he reports that the Muslims whom 
he met told him that medical science was the offspring and 
heritage of the Christians. 3 The relations of trust and respect 
which most naturally prevail between doctor and patient, 
must have contributed to some extent towards keeping 
Muslims and Christians on terms of friendliness, where the 
former had to depend on the latter for professional services 
and attention in time of illness. 

Christians, too, were to the fore as architects and builders. 

1 For other examples of Christians employed in the Muslim Govern- 
ment services cf. A. S. Tritton, T he Caliphs and their non-Muslim Sub- 
jects, pp. 18 ff. 

* T. W. Arnold, The 'Preaching of Islam, pp. 63, 64. 

a W. G. Palgrave, op. cit., p. ijo. 
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They were mainly responsible for the building of modem 
'Cairo, and at Damascus it was Syrian and Greek architects 
who were responsible for the erection of the buildings for 
which the Muslims were famed from the beginning it 
would seem that the builder’s craft has been recognised by 
the Muslims to be one in which their Christian subjects were 
especially proficient, and this recognition prevails even at 
the present time. When the great mosque of St. John in 
Damascus was seriously damaged by fire in recent years, 
Christians were employed in the work of rebuilding, and 
only Christian craftsmen were found capable of replacing 
the beautiful carvings in white marble with which the in- 
terior is adorned. 

Tn their education and culture generally, the Christians 
were far ahead of the Arab conquerors, and if the Muslims 
wished to bring themselves up to the level which their Chris- 
tian subjects had attained, centuries before the Muslim con- 
quest, they had perforce to learn from the Christians and 
exchange the role of ruler for that of pupil, and be content 
to let their subjects become their teachers^ Alexandria, 
Damascus, Baghdad, and Edessa were all centres of intel- 
lectual life at the time when the Arabs took possession of 
them, and it was by the Christian Church that this intellec- 
tual life, which owed so much to the influence of Hellenism, 
had been fostered and developed. Under the ‘Ummayads 
the Syrians exercised a great influence upon Islam, and even 
those of them who became Muslims retained their own cus- 
toms and mentality. In Damascus most of the Greek and 
Latin authors, including, of course, those of the Christian 
Church, were known and read in the original, as well as in 
Syriac translations. So the Christians were in a position to 
initiate their rulers into a knowledge of the philosophy, 
astronomy, physics and medicine of the Greeks, and this 
higher culture, permeated by Christian ideas, had a great 
influence upon the intellectual development of Islam, bring- 
ing Muslim thinkers, whether consciously or unconsciously, 
into contact with Christian thought. Christian scholars had 
done much work in the translation of Greek writings on 
theology, philosophy and science, into Syriac, one of the 
most notable being Jacob of Edessa (c. a.d. 640-708), who 
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was appointed Bishop of Edessa in 679, a theologian and a 
philosopher, who gave his time chiefly to the translation of 
Greek theological writings, but also occupied himself with 
philosophy, and wrote a number of epistles. After the Mus- 
lim conquest these Christian scholars continued the good 
work by translating both Greek and Syriac works into 
Arabic. While their translations had been faithful in the 
main, much that was pagan and especially repugnant to 
Christian ideas had been replaced by Christian material, 
and it would be in this Christianised form that it appeared 
in the Arabic translations. 1 The ‘Abbaside caliphs, especi- 
ally, encouraged Christians to translate Greek philosophy 
and other literature into Arabic. It was not only as trans- 
lators that the Christians proved themselves conspicuous 
in literary achievement ; as original writers their work also 
commended itself to their Muslim neighbours, e.g ., the dis- 
courses of Abraham of Nephtar, who lived in the sixth and 
seventh centuries, were translated into both Arabic and 
Persian, and in poetry also there were Christians whose 
verses were very acceptable to Muslims and Christians alike. 
The court of the kings of Hira, a Christian centre, and of the 
Ghassanides, were the resort of the most famous poets of 
the day, and some of these were Christians, such as ‘Adi b. 
Zayd, an ‘Ibadl poet. A Christian of the Beni Taghlib, al- 
Akhtal, was court poet in the reign of the Caliph Mu'awiya, 
and was a great favourite also with the Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik. 
He made no concealment of his faith and did not suffer any 
lack of esteem because of it. 2 

The chief educational establishments which the Mu slim 
conquerors found in existence were naturally Christian, and 
while great schools were to be found in Egypt at Alexandria, 
and in Syria and Asia Minor, notably at Damascus and An- 
tioch, it was the Nestorian and Jacobite Churches of the 
Middle East which especially emphasised education and the 
establishment of schools as an essential part of their church 
work, and the sixth century saw the rise of a large number 
of educational centres in Persia. JWe read of colleges for 

1 Cf. de Boer, History of Philosophy in Islam, p. 15. 

* H. Lammens, J. A., ix. 1894, p. 107; cf. also A. S. Tritton, op. 
at., pp. 164/. r 
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Tartars at Merv and for Arabs at Khirta and Prat d’Mai- 
shan. 1 The greatest and best-known school of the Nestorian 
Church was the University of Nisibis, to which many of the 
staff and students of the famous “ School of the Persians,” 
said to have been founded by St. Ephraim at Edessa, had 
betaken themselves, when their own school was closed by 
the Emperor Zeno in a.d. 489. This University of Nisibis 
was located in a monastery, the tutors being monks, and the 
students underwent a three years’ course, mainly theological, 
though Greek philosophy was studied as the foundation of 
Christian theology. It produced patriarchs and bishops for 
the Nestorian Church, and spread its culture throughout the 
country. Another famous Christian school was that of 
Jund£-Shapur (Beth Lapat) in Persia, established on the 
model of the school of Antioch, and founded originally by 
Chosroes Anushlrwan (a.d. 531-597), for philosophical and 
medical studies, but its teachers were mainly Nestorian 
Christians. This school was flourishing in the time of the 
‘Abbasides and their private physicians had been educated 
there. 2 At Harran or Charras (near Edessa), which was 
largely a heathen city, but a good deal affected by Christian 
influences, there was a school of philosophy and science 
which continued to flourish after the Arab conquest. The 
professors of this school were active as translators and 
authors, and kept in contact with Persian and Arab scholars 
from the eighth to the tenth centuries. Baghdad, at the 
period when it was the centre of the Muslim world, was 
distinguished for its literary brilliance and its schools of 
learning, and these also were the work of Christian scholars. 
al-Ma’mun surrounded himself with the best of the Greek, 
Syrian, Persian and Coptic savants, and following his visit 
in a.d. 823 to Harran, large numbers of valuable manuscripts 
in Greek and Syriac were transported to Baghdad and were 
there entrusted to Christian translators, including Ibn Na‘- 
ima of Homs, Qusta b. Luqa, Hunayn b. Ishaq, and Hu- 
baysh b. al-Hasan al'Asam, who made Baghdad their head- 
quarters, and who were also original writers. al-Ma’mun 

1 Cf. Wigram, History of the Assyrian Church, p. 238, and Assem., 
B.O., iv. 932. 

3 Cf. L. Labourt, Le Christianisme dans l’ Empire perse, pp. 1 3 1 ff. 
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especially collected the works of the School of Alexandria, 
and had them translated into Arabic and distributed. 1 It was 
in the Christian schools that a knowledge of Syriac and 
Greek was taught and preserved. 

Obviously, therefore, the Muslims had to turn to Chris- \ 
tian teachers for the scholarship and knowledge in which 
they themselves were so lacking, and they did not hesitate 
to employ Christian tutors for the instruction of their chil- 
dren. Greek, Syrian and Persian scholars were called upon 
to give instruction to the Arabs, who proved themselves 
to be diligent pupils. The Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik appointed 
a Christian, Athanasius of Edessa, as tutor to his brother 
*Abd al-‘Az!z. Jacob of Edessa, already mentioned, when 
asked by Christian teachers whether Christians ought to 
teach Muslim pupils, pronounced it lawful for Christian 
ecclesiastics to give higher instruction to the children of 
Muslim parents, 2 and the question would not have arisen 
unless there had been a demand for such instruction on the 
part of Muslims. Khalid, son of the Caliph Yazid {ob. 704), 
studied alchemy under the guidance of a Christian monk, 
and it would appear that some of the earliest Muslim theo- 
logians had Christian teachers. al-Ma’mun even founded a 
school for girls, at which the professors were women from 
Athens and Constantinople. It seems certain, therefore, that 
the Muslims chose to benefit both by regular school in- 
struction and by private tuition at the hands of Christian 
teachers, and this gave to the latter a considerable oppor- 
tunity of influencing their pupils. 

We find, then, that the Muslims were brought into close 
contact, over a wide area, with a culture that was not their 
own or of Arab origin, but rather Hellenistic and Christian, 
and that this Christian-Hellenistic culture was transmitted 
to them by Christian scholars, writers, and teachers, and 
their dependence upon such Christian instructors for the 
knowledge and culture which they saw to be so desirable, 
must have made for friendly intercourse, and must have 

1 L. Massignon, Kecueil de Textes inedits, p. 175 ; cf. also R. A. 
Nicholson, Literary History of the Arabs, p. 359, and Wright, op. cit., 
p. an. 

* de Boer, op. tit., p. 15. 
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meant that Christians who stood in such a relation to Mus- 
lims were held in honour and esteem, and there is no lack 
of evidence that this was the case in all the countries where 
such contact took place. 

Most important of all, perhaps, was the relationship be- ' 
tween Muslims and Christians in religious matters. We 
have already seen that the Christians were left free to prac- 
tise their faith and were allowed to retain their religious 
buildings, while their priests and monks were to be free from 
interference. This meant that the Muslims were living in 
the midst of Christian observances and could not fail to 
become familiar with the characteristics of Christian wor- 
ship. The monastic life and the practices of the hermits and*! 
other solitaries seem especially to have struck the imagina-l 
tion of the Muslim conquerors. Everywhere, these devoutj 
followers of the religious life were to be found at this period, 
as we have seen. 1 In Egypt and Syria such hermits and 
monks abounded : in the province of the Fayyum alone 
there were thirty-three monasteries in the eighth century, 
and we are told of great numbers of monasteries in Meso- 
potamia in the reign of Heraclius. Between a.d. 610 and 
630 the Northern provinces of Persia were peopled with 
hermits and coenobites, and at the time of the Muslim in- 
vasion there were about sixty monasteries to be found there. 
As late as the fifteenth century Maqrlzl speaks of eighty-one 
monasteries for men which were known to him and five 
convents of women, in Egypt. There is mention to be 
found even in pre-Islamic poetry of the Christian hermits 
dwelling in their cells, with their lamps serving as a guide to 
the lonely traveller. One poet writes : 

“ O Friend, see the lightning there ! it flickered and now is 
gone. 

As though flashed a pair of hands in the pillar of crowned 
cloud. 

Nay, was it its blaze, or the lamps of a hermit that dwells 
alone. 

And pours o’er the twisted wicks the oil from his slender 
cruse ? ” 2 

1 Cf. Chaps. II. and III. above. 


2 Imr al-Qays, Lyail, p. ioj. 
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This was a sight with which the Muslims must have be- 
come increasingly familiar as their conquests were extended. 
Again of the Christian character we read : 

“ A nature is theirs, God gives the like to no other men — 
a wisdom that never sleeps, a bounty that never fails. 

Their home is in God’s own land. His chosen of old ; their 
faith is steadfast ; their hope is set on nought but the 
world to come; 

Their sandals are soft and fine and girded with chastity ; 
they welcome with garlands sweet the dawn of the 
Feast of Palms.” 1 

These were poems preserved by the Muslims, and their 
increasing contact with Christians does not seem to have in- 
spired them with any desire to deny them these qualities. 
They knew of the Easter lamp in the chapel of the monks, 2 
of the prayer-life of the monks, 3 of their copying of the 
Scriptures. All these things were a source of interest to the 
Muslims, and inspired them to imitation, so far as they could 
be introduced into Islam. As a result of this interest and of 
the admiration which the Muslims could hardly deny to the 
lives and character of those Christians who were unfeignedly 
sincere and devout in the practice of their faith, we find that 
in several cases there were friendly relations between Muslim 
rulers and Christian ecclesiastics. A Nestorian bishop wrote 
in a.d. 649 : “ These Arabs fight not against the Christian 
religion ; nay, rather they defend our faith, they revere our 
priests and Saints, and they make gifts to our churches and 
monasteries.” 4 The Muslims did, in fact, accord privileges 
to the Nestorians. ‘Abd Allah b. Isma‘Il, in a letter to al- 
Kindi, says : “ Among all the Christians, they are the most 
sympathetic to the Muslims and the most closely allied to 
them in their beliefs. The Prophet has praised them and is 
bound to them by solemn agreements. He wished to recog- 
nise in that way the help which the Nestorian religious 
leaders gave him in predicting the high mission to which 

1 al-Nabigha, ibid., p. 96. 

2 Cf. L. Cheikko, al-Nasrdnijiya, p. 216. 

* Ibid., p. 392. 

4 Cf. A. J. Butler, op. cit., p. 159. 
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he was called. Therefore Muhammad felt a most sincere^ 
affection for them and loved to have intercourse with 
them.” 1 These were the Nestorians whom the Prophet had 
met in Arabia, but favour seems to have been accorded to 
them also at the headquarters of their Church in ‘Iraq and 
Persia. Athanasius of Edessa was allowed to build many 
new churches and monasteries in the reign of ‘Abd al-Malik. 
There was indeed an expansion of the Nestorian Church 
under Muslim rule, and the Nestorians were able to do ex- 

( tensive missionary work, after the conquest, in Central Asia, 
South India and China, and it was under the rule of the 
‘Abbasides that this Church attained to its greatest develop- 
. ment, when it included about one hundred dioceses, grouped 
into twenty-five metropolitan districts. 2 

In Egypt, when a great deputation of monks from Wadi 
Natrun offered allegiance to ‘Amr b. al-‘As, the governor 
under Mu‘awiya, he not only gave them security, but sum- 
moned Benjamin, the Coptic patriarch, from the retreat to 
which he had been driven by his enemies, and reinstated 
him in his office. We read of friendly relations between 
several of the caliphs and the Coptic abbots, and Matthias, 
the founder of the great monastery of Esneh, used to be 
taken into consultation by the Muslim governor, who also 
sent him presents as a mark of favour. 3 This friendly sym- 
pathy on the part of the Muslim rulers showed itself in 
practical help of a kind that might have been least expected, 
put which proves the respect which they felt for the Chris- 
tian Church. ‘Amr, in Egypt, took pains to preserve the 
Christian churches, and in the earliest period of Muslim 
rule, the Copts were even allowed to erect new churches. 
There are several instances of Muslim governors both author- 
ising and assisting in the restoration of churches and monas- 
teries. The Muslim rulers seem often to have visited Chris- 
tian monasteries. Khamarawayh (a.d. 884-895), son of Ibn 
Tulun, built an upper room in the Melkite monastery of 
al-Qusayr, and he used to go there frequently to admire the 
Byzantine glass mosaics in the church attached to the monas- 
tery. 4 The monastery of Nahya was famous among the 

1 al-Kindi, RJsdla, p. 6. 2 Cf. Labourt, op. tit., p. 349. 

3 Abu §alih, op. at., fol. 79 a. 4 Ibid., fols. 49a, 50 b. 
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Muslims ; al-Mu‘izz encamped beneath the walls of this 
monastery and laid out a garden, containing a well, and 
water-wheel there. 1 

In some places it would appear that Muslims performed 
minor religious duties for the Christian community, and 
were allowed to be present at Christian services, including 
even the celebration of the Eucharist, and in some cases 
Muslims and Christians combined in observing the feasts of 
the latter. For instance, the Festival of the Baptism of Christ, 
kept on January 6, was observed by both Muslims and 
Christians at the Church of St. John the Baptist in Cairo. 2 
At Esneh the Muslims and Christians used to fraternise on 
the Feast of the Nativity, and the former burned candles and 
lighted lamps and burned logs of fragrant wood, in cele- 
bration of the feast. 3 A parallel to this can be found in the 
modern observance of the feast of Shamm al-NessIm (the 
Coptic Easter Monday), which is celebrated with equal zest 
by both Muslims and Copts, and is one of the most popular 
festivals of the Muhammadan year. 

It appears that in these early days Muslims were by no 
means averse to discussing theological matters with Chris- 
tians. The Qur’an itself authorises such discussions, 4 and 
Christian writers make provision for such discussions in 
their books. In Damascus, before the Arab conquest, the 
Christian theologians had been accustomed to enter into 
controversy on the most subtle points of religious meta- 
physics, and they were prepared to carry on discussions with 
the votaries of the new faith, which at first was generally re- 
garded as a form of heresy. John of Damascus in his book 
on Heresies gives a section to Islam ; he also includes a 
dialogue with a Saracen, given as a guide to Christians in 
their 'arguments with Muslims. 6 His pupil, Theodore Abu 
Qurra, wrote several controversial dialogues discussing the 
Muslim and Christian points of view. We read also of the 
Nestorian patriarch Timothy holding discussions on re- 
ligious matters in the presence of the Caliph Harun al-Rashld. 
The author of the Risala, written c . a . d . 813-833 to contro- 

1 Abu Salih, fol. 61 b. 2 Ibid., op. cit., fols. 40 b, 41 a. 

* Ibid., fol. 10 zb. 4 Sura x. 94; v. 18. 

* De Haresibus Liber, par. 101. 
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vert the arguments of the Christian ‘Abd al-MessIh al- 
Kind!,says that he has studied the various Christian sects 
and also the New Testament, and goes on to state : “ I have 
met with many monks, well known for their extreme asceti- 
cism and their great knowledge, and I have visited many 
monasteries and their churches, and I have been present at 
their prayers, those seven lengthy ones which they call the 
Offices, and I observed their wonderful diligence therein 
and how they bent low, worshipping with their faces bowed 
down to the ground, especially on Sunday and Saturday 
nights and on their festivals, when they keep watch, stand- 
ing on their feet, praising and glorifying God, and confessing 
Him all through the night, and they spend the whole day 
standing in prayer, and in their prayers make constant men- 
tion of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, and in the 
days of their retreats, when they stand bare-footed, in sack- 
cloth and ashes, with much weeping and shedding of tears 
continually. And I saw how they offered the Eucharist, how 
they kept the purest of the bread for it, and offered long 
prayers in great humility as they elevated it upon the Altar 
in that place called the Sanctuary, together with the chalices 
filled with wine. I have observed also the meditations of the 
monks in their cells during their fasts. Also I have visited 
their Metropolitans and Bishops, well known for their 
knowledge of spiritual things, and their great learning, 
famed for their profound knowledge of Christianity, and 
displaying great asceticism with regard to the world. And I 
have discussed with them impartially, seeking for the 
truth.” 1 All these instances go to prove that arguments and 
controversial discussions were frequent between Christians 
and Muslims, and the latter could hardly fail to become well 
acquainted with Christian views of theology and philosophy 
and to know what Christian doctrine and the Christian 
system of ethics really represented. 

In conclusion, it is evident that Islam, during the first 
centuries of its existence, at a time when its theological 
doctrines were being formulated, and, which is more im- 
portant for our purpose, at a time when its mystical doctrines 
were developing, found itself almost everywhere in a Chris- 
1 al-Kindi, Risala, p. 6. 
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tian environment, in close contact with Christian forms of 
worship and Christian culture. It is clear that the depend- 
ence of the Muslims upon Christians for practically all that 
made for progress and civilisation brought them into close 
touch with Christian ideals and Christian habits of thought, 
a fact which could not fail to have an effect upon the reli- 
gious development of Islam, both in its orthodox form, and 
in that most unorthodox form which we know as Islamic 
mysticism or Sufism. But this Christian influence made 
itself felt, not only directly in the ways we have indicated, 
where it was exercised by those who remained Christian 
and who maintained their Christianity openly, but perhaps 
even more effectively, by indirect means, by the secret pres- 
sure exerted by those Christians who had become Muslim 
in name, but not in fact, who were secretly imposing Chris- 
tian ideals of thought and conduct upon those Muslims 
who were, nominally at least, their co-religionists. We read 
that the Syrians, who formed an important part of the Um- 
mayyad armies, cared little for Islam, and were described as 
“ Arabs like strangers and Muslims with the characteristics 
of Christians.” We can hardly measure the effect of this 
vast undercurrent of Christian belief existing within Islam 
itself, and gradually leavening the mass of orthodoxy with 
the germs of that which was to become the most vital ele- 
ment in the religion of Islam, sowing the seeds of that which 
was to blossom into a fair flower springing from soil appar- 
ently barren — Sufism, with its strange unlikeness to that 
faith in which it had its origin, and its still stranger likeness 
to the faith which Islam sought to supersede and to destroy. 



CHAPTER VII 

ASCETICISM AND MYSTICISM IN ORTHODOX ISLAM 

/As we have seen in the last chapter, it was inevitable that 
Christianity should have its effect upon the religious devel- 
opment of Islam, and Christian elements were to be found 
even in the time of Muhammad, and in the Qur’an itself, as 
well as in the Traditions, and in the rules for religious ob- 
servances accepted by the orthodox as having the authority, 
or being in accordance with the precepts, of the founder of 
their faith. We are concerned mainly with this Christian 
influence, as it affected ascetical practices and doctrines and 
the rise of mystical tendencies within orthodox Islam. 

Muhammad himself is said to have led a very ascetic life 
in the earliest stage of his ministry ; he was reputed to have i 
fasted and prayed much, and to have spent lonely vigils in 
a cave on Mount Hira. This pursuit of ascetic practices 
seems to have been due to a sense of sin which led him to 
seek peace of conscience in the same way as the Christian 
solitaries. A tradition states that Abu Bakr once asked Mu- 
hammad for a prayer for hk own private use, and the Pro- 
phet gave him this form : ci X) God, I have wronged my own 
soul with grievous sin, and Thou alone dost forgive sins ; 
forgive me with Thy forgiveness and have compassion upon 
me, for in truth Thou art the Forgiving, the Merciful .” 1 \ 
It was at this period, when the impulse to introspection was 
most active in Muhammad’s case, that he showed also a 
tendency to self-mortification, and attached great import- 
ance to severe exercises of penance. He instituted the fast 
of Ramadan and the custom of seclusion in his own masjid 
during the fast-month. In this he seems to have followed 
the example of the Christian hermits, who secluded them- 
selves in cells in the desert, and the Christian custom of 
[going into retreat, for a period of solitude consecrated to 
[prayer, penance and meditation, a custom practised in the 

1 Bukhari. 
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Christian Church from the beginning of its existence. In 
addition to the Fast, the Prophet enforced the five daily 
prayers, the pilgrimage to Mecca, and abstinence from wine , 
all of which were forms of self-discipline, imposed with the 
aim of subordinating the desires of the body to the spiritual 
welfare of the soul. The poverty of the Prophet and his 
household is often noted by Muslim writers, and we find 
that, in accordance with the example he set, asceticism and 
puritanism were characteristic of the earliest believers, and 
simplicity of life was regarded as the mark of the strict 
Muslim. 

Not only in his personal practice, but also in his religious 
f teaching, Muhammad gave a definite place to asceticism, the 
motive for which is shown to be an intense fear of God and 
His Judgment, inspired by man’s consciousness of his own 
sins. Muhammad proclaimed insistently the Judgments of 
God against transgressors and the punishments of Hell for 
the godless. His eschatological teaching is almost identical 
with that of the Syrian Christian Church of his time and 
before it. This type of theology, with its emphasis on fear, 
so characteristic of the Syrian Church, was due to its adher- 
ence to ascetic ideals, in which it was strongly influenced by 
Egyptian monasticism. We find that the Qur’anic teaching 
on Eternity and Judgment had been forestalled in Syrian 
literature, a fact not to be accounted for by any universal 
religious tendency, for there appears to be the self-same 
homiletic scheme as the foundation of both. It is not only 
the choice and method of the eschatological teaching of 
Muhammad, which, in addition, reveals a close acquaintance 
fwith the apocalyptic literature of Eastern monasticism, espe- 
cially the apocalypses of St. Paul and St. John, but above all 
the application and religious construction of the eschatolo- 
gical texts. The relation between the two is shown not only 
in regard to religious thought, but in the use of homiletic 
forms and well-established phrases. This, of course, was de- 
rived not from any direct study of Christian literature, but 
from what Muhammad had heard of Christianity through 
his personal intercourse with Christians, or at second-hand 
. from others. 1 Tradition relates that the Prophet once at the 

Cf. Tor Andrae, Der Ur sprung des Islams und das Chris tentum, p. 139. 
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fair of ‘Uqaz heard a Yamanite preacher, who was probably 
a Nestorian Christian, and it was no doubt to the strong 
Nestorian mission in Yaman that he owed what knowledge 
he had of Syrian Christianity. 

As a consequence of the eschatological teaching of the 
Qur’an, and its emphasis on fear, there is the enjoinment to 
■Various forms of self-discipline and asceticism, as a means of 
avoiding sin and so escaping judgment. Penitence was the 
first step in the right direction. Sinners must suffer the due 
punishment of their sins, “ save those who shall repent and 
believe, and do righteous works ... for them God will 
change their evil things into good things, for God is Graci- 
ous, Merciful. And whoso turneth to God and doeth what 
is right. He verily will convert with a true conversion.” 1 
For the transgressor, there were forms of penance allotted 
in early Islam. Having turned to God, it was incumbent on 
the believer to keep Him in remembrance and to beware 
of negligence and heedlessness. “ Remember thy Lord 
within thyself, in humility and fear, with low-spoken words 
in the morning and at evening, and be not one of the 
heedless.” 2 Frequent warnings against indifference and 
neglect of what is due to God are also characteristic of the 
Syrian Christian writers. 

Fasting is definitely enjoined in the Qur’an as a form of 
self-discipline. The fast of Ramadan, demanding complete 
abstinence from sunrise to sunset, for a whole month, may 
be connected with the fact that the month was especially 
sacred even in pre-Islamic times, but it seems more probable 
that it was instituted in imitation of the Christian season of 
Lent, while making more severe demands than the Lenten 
fast, upon those who observed it. The principle of peniten-f 
tial fasting was recognised by Muhammad’s ordinances,* 
in which he enjoins fasting as a penance for homicide, per- 
jury and hasty aivorce. 3 It was imposed for three days during; 
the Pilgrimage and for seven on returning. 4 Also the thir-| 
teenth, fourteenth and fifteenth of each month were gener- 1 

1 Sura xxv. 70, 71. 

2 Sura vii. 204. Cf, also Suras xxi. 1, xix. 4. 

3 Suras iv. 94 ; v. 91 ; lviii. 5. 

4 Sura ii. 192. 



*28 STUDIES IN EARLY MYSTICISM 

\ally observed as days of fast, and the tenth day of the month 
pf Muharram, while strict Muslims fasted on Mondays and 
(Thursdays. Voluntary fasting was regarded as a meritorious 
act. A temporary vow of chastity was also imposed during 
the Pilgrimage. 1 

Prayer is enjoined in the Qur’an as a duty never to be' 
neglected, for it turned the thoughts of the believer away 
from what was evil to what was good, and made him oblivi- 
ous of the claims of the creatures and attentive only to the 
claims of the Creator. “ Recite the portions of the book 
which have been revealed to thee and continue to pray, for 
prayer restraineth from what is shameful and blameworthy. 
And the greatest duty is the remembrance of God ; and God 
knoweth what ye do.” 2 “ Observe strictly the prayers,” 
Muhammad says elsewhere, “ and stand up full of devotion 
to God. And if you have any alarm, then pray . . . but when 
you are safe, then remember God, how He hath made you 
to know what you knew not.” 3 Much stress was laid on the 
duty of night-prayers and, as we have seen, the Prophet 
himself set an example in this respect. He adjures the be- 
liever thus : “ Make mention of the name of thy Lord at 
mom, at even and at night. Adore Him and give glory to 
Him the livelong night.” 4 Set prayer three times a day seems 
to have been his first rule : “ Observe prayer at early morn- 
ing, at the close of the day, and at the approach of night ; 
surely good deeds drive away evil deeds.” 5 There is a 
definite recommendation not only to night-prayers but to 
vigils. “ Observe prayer from the setting of the sun,” the 
Prophet directs, “ until the first darkening of the night and 
the daybreak-reading — and watch unto it in the night.” 0 In 
a fine passage the Prophet describes the practice of the truly 
devout : “ The God of Mercy ... is He Who hath ordained 
the night and the day to succeed one another for those who 
desire to be mindful of God or seek to be thankful. And the 
servants of the God of Mercy are . . . they who pass the night 
prostrating themselves in the worship of their Lord, and 


1 Sura ii. 193. 

* Siira ii. 239, 240. 

* Sura xi. 116. 


2 Sura xxix. 44. 
4 Sara lxxvi. 25. 
6 Sura xvii. 81. 
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standing.” 1 Humility befote the power of God is fitting for 
the believer. “ Hath not the time yet come for those who 
believe, to humble their hearts in remembering God and 
the truth which He hath sent down, and that they be not like 
those to whom the Scriptures were given heretofore, whose 
lifetime was prolonged, so their hearts were hardened and 
many of them transgressed ?” 2 At the same time, the Muslim 
believers are pointed to the Christian priests and monks as 
an example, because they are free from pride. 

Unworldliness is constantly set before the believer as a 
virtue to be aimed at, since the goods of this world are but 
vanity, and the believer must seek to detach his heart from 
all else save God alone. “ Know that this world’s life is only 
a sport and pastime and outward show and a cause of vain- 
glory among you ! And a vying in the multiplication of 
riches and children is like the plants which spring up after 
rain . . . whose growth rejoiceth the husbandman ; then they 
wither away and thou seest them all yellow ; then they be- 
come stubble. And in the hereafter is a severe chastisement 
or else forgiveness from God and His satisfaction ; and this 
world’s life is but a passing enjoyment.” 3 Over against the 
transience of this life is set the everlastingness of the life to 
come. “ O my people ! the life of this world is only a passing 
joy, but the life to come is an everlasting abode.” 4 In all 
early Muslim writings we find the strong contrast drawn 
between this world ( al-dunya ) and the world to come (al- 
akhir), between the transient, the worthless, the unreal, and 
the abiding, the good, and the truly existent. “ The life of 
this world,” Muhammad says again, “ is but a pastime and a 
play, but the abode of the world to come is life indeed ; did 
they but know !” 6 Therefore all who have wealth should 
treat it only as a trust and should be generous in giving to 
the poor and needy, while those who suffer affliction should 
bear it patiently ; the believer should be concerned neither 
with prosperity nor adversity, but only with the will of his 
Lord. “ He is righteous who believeth in God and in the 

1 Sura xxv. 63-65 . Cf. also Sura lxxiii. 20. 

2 Sura lvii. 14. 

8 Sura lvii. 19. Cf. also Sura viii. 68. 

1 Sura xl. 42. 6 Sura xxix. 64. 
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Last Day . . . who for the love of God distributeth his 
wealth to his kindred, and to the orphans and the needy and 
the wayfarer, and those who ask for help, and to ransom the 
captives ; he who observeth prayer and payeth the legal 
alms, and who is of those who fulfil the promises they have 
made, who are patient in distress and hardships and in time 
of trouble : these are they who are sincere and these are they 
who fear the Lord .” 1 Again the Prophet says, “ Your God 
is the One God. To Him, therefore, should you surrender 
yourselves ; and carry thou good tidings to the humble, 
whose hearts, when mention is made of God, thrill with 
awe ; and to those who are patient under all that befalleth 
them, and who observe prayer and give alms of that with 
which we have supplied them .” 2 Only those who have 
purified themselves by these means will be enabled to devote 
themselves to their Lord with entire devotion. 

This emphasis on asceticism and the need for self-dis- 
cipline we find chiefly in the earlier Suras of the Qur’an, for 
increasing success and prosperity, together with the fact that 
the tendency to asceticism, especially in the form of monasti- 
cism, was recognised to be Christian, led Muhammad to lay 
little stress upon it after the Hijra . 3 But the practice itself 
had taken root among the early Muslims, and therefore we 
find a large number of Traditions advocating asceticism, and 
in order that they might carry the more weight, many of 
these recommendations to otherworldliness and self-morti- 
fication are attributed to Muhammad himself ; among these 
are included the words and deeds of Jesus, falsely attributed 
to the Prophet, but in addition we find many Logia ascribed 
to Jesus Himself by the Muslim writers, which were evi- 
dently accepted by the Christian traditions of the Oriental 
Churches of the seventh century. For the orthodox, there- 
fore, in addition to the teaching of the Qur’an, there was 
ample justification in the Traditions for the practice of 
asceticism. 

On the subject of Repentance as the first step on the way 
to God there are a number of Traditions. The Prophet is 


1 Sura ii. 172. 


Cf. Suras lxxvi. 8 
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related, on the authority of ‘A’isha, to have said, “ Verily, 
when a servant confesses his faults and repents and turns to 
the court of God, God approves of his repentance.” 1 A 
tradition ascribed to Abu Hurayra states that God has said, 
“ I am near the thought of My servant, who is thinking of 
Me ; that is, I pardon his sins, when he asks for it, and ap- 
prove his repentance, when he repents and turns away from 
sin ; and I accept, when he supplicates, and I am with him 
when he remembers Me ; and when he femembers Me 
within himself, I am mindful of him within Myself, and if 
he remembers Me among others, I am still more mindful 
of him among others.” 2 Abu Hurayra is responsible for 
another Tradition stating that God accepts the repentance 
of him who repents before the sun arises from its setting ; 
and another Tradition says, “ God is verily glad at the re- 
pentance of His servants, when they repent and turn to 
Him.” 3 There is a curious tradition showing how great a 
part fear played as a motive for Muslim asceticism, a tradi- 
tion for which there is no evidence that it belongs to the 
earliest period of Islam, though from its content it seems 
most probable. “ Of Jesus it is related that He came across 
about forty thousand women whose colour had changed 
(/.<?., they were wan and pale), and who were wearing gar- 
ments of haircloth and wool, and He said to them, ‘ What 
has changed your colour, O ye crowds of women ?’ They 
replied, ‘ The remembrance of Hell-fire has changed our 
colour, O Son of Mary, for whoever enters the Fire shall 
taste neither rest nor drink.’ ” 4 

On the subject of Fasting there is a good deal to be found 
in the Traditions, and amongst the sayings relating to it is 
one that states, “ God hears the prayers of those that fast.” 6 
There is also a Tradition ascribed to Abu Hurayra, accord- 
ing to which, “ Fasting is a shield against the devil’s wicked- 
ness in the world and from hell-fire in the world to come.” 0 
Again, Abu Malik al-AslTarl gives a Tradition, which says, 
“ Verily there are houses in Paradise, and God has prepared 

1 Misbkdt al-Masdbth, X. iii. i. 3 Op. cit., IX. ii. 1. 

3 Op. at., X. iii. 1. 

4 llogia et Agrapba, No. 84 (3). 

3 Misbkdt al-Masdbih, IX. i. 2. • Ibid., VII. i. 1. 
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them for persons who follow up fasting and say prayers at 
night when others are sleeping.” 1 

The Traditions deal at length with Prayer (salat), which is\ 
regarded as having power to cleanse from sin. One Tradi- 
tion says, “ Prayer is like a stream of sweet water which 
flows past the door of each one of you, into which he 
plunges five times a day ; do you suppose that anything re- 
mains of his uncleanness after that ?” 2 The Traditions also 
emphasise the importance of being free from all distractions 
during Prayer, because it is a time of intimate intercourse 
with God. “ When one of you performs the salat he is in 
confidential converse with his Lord.” 3 We have already seen 
that Muhammad was accustomed to pray in the night, and 
that in the Qur’an he advocated the observance of night- 
prayers, and there is equal emphasis upon this duty in the 
Traditions. There is a night-prayer attributed to the Pro- 
phet, in which he prayed, “ Pardon my faults, of which I 
have been guilty, and which I may commit henceforward, 
and forgive the sins I have concealed and the sins I have dis- 
closed, and those which Thou knowest better than I.” 4 
Again the Prophet is reputed to have said that there was not 
a Muslim who went to sleep on the remembrance of God, 
and who, on awakening in the night, asked for some good 
thing from God, but would have it granted to him. 6 The 
night-prayers are especially effective, not only in obtaining 
what may be asked for, but in ensuring the protection of 
God against the wiles of the devil, who is naturally most 
active in the watches of the night and most dangerous 
when men are asleep. The devil tempts men to sleep, says 
the Prophet, and ties knots upon the neck of God’s ser- 
vant, and if the servant awakes and remembers God and says 
his prayers, the knots are untied, and he rises in the morning 
ingladness and purity. 6 Abu Umayma gives a Tradition con- 
taining the same teaching, which exhorts the believer, say- 
ing, “ Rise for the night-prayers, because such was the occu- 
pation of the righteous who have preceded you ; and it is a 

1 Misbkat al-Masabih , VII. i. i. 3 Cf. Bukhari, i. 143. 

3 Ahmad b. Hanbal, ii. 36 ; cf. also ii. 460. 

4 Misbkat al-Masabih, IV. xxxiii. 1 . 

* Ibid., IV. xxxiii. 2. 6 Ibid., IV. xxxiv. 1. 
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means whereby you come near to your God ; and thereby 
your faults are hidden and sins are prevented.” 1 Closely 
connected with Prayer is dhikr, which with the tongue is 
“ mention ” and with the^mind is “ remembrance,” but 
which, both in the Qur’an and the Traditions, is used to 
mean the worship or glorification of God (cf. p. 137). There 
is a Tradition which says, “ There sits not a company re- 
membering God, but angels surround them and the (divine) 
mercy covers them, and God Most High remembers them 
among those who are with Him.” 2 

The Traditions are full of exhortations to silence, devo- 
tion, humility and otherworldliness. A saying is attributed 
both to the Messiah and to Muhammad, according to which, 
“ There are four (good) things which can be attained only 
by effort : silence, which is the beginning of the life of de- 
votion and humility, and frequent remembrance of God and 
fewness of possessions.” 3 Much speaking was not com- 
mended by those who advocated an ascetic life, for it was 
conducive to the uttering of vain words and boasting, while 
humility, on the other hand, was best displayed in silence. 
Malik b. Anas was responsible for a Tradition which ascribed 
to Jesus the saying, “ Do not speak much . . . except in the 
mention of God, for you will harden your hearts, and a hard 
heart is far from God Most High, but you do not realise 
it.” 4 Poverty and the simple life were enjoined in the Tradi- 
tions as a means of attaining the joys of Paradise hereafter. 
‘Ubayd b. ‘Umayr, one of the contemporaries of the Pro- 
phet, pointed to the example of Christ, the Son of Mary, 
Who used to dress in haircloth and eat the fruit of trees. 
Who had no posterity who might die, nor house to be de- 
stroyed, nor did He lay up for the morrow, and when night 
overtook Him, He slept where He happened to be. 6 There 
is a saying attributed by Malik b. Dinar to the Messiah, 
urging man to live the life of discipline, in order to escape 

1 Misbkdt al-Masablh, IV. xxxiv. 2. 

3 Cf. Misbkat al-Masabih, IX. ii. 1. This seems to be a re-echo of 
Luke xii. 8 : “ Whosoever shall confess Me before men, him shall the 
Son of man also confess before the angels of God.” 

3 Logia et Agrapha, No. 76. 

* Ibid., No. 142. 


6 Ibid., No. 77. 
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from the consequences of sin and attain to the rewards of 
righteousness, “ The fear of God and love of Paradise pro- 
duce patience in affliction and remove a man far from the 
things of this world. Verily I say unto you that to eat barley- 
bread and to sleep on the refuse-heaps with the dogs is a 
little thing to do in the search for Paradise.” 1 That poverty, 
for the sake of God, is one of the surest recommendations 
for admission to Paradise is made clear in more than one 
of the Traditions. The Prophet is said to have declared that 
&ie would stand at the door of Paradise and that most of 
/those who would enter would be poor. 2 Another statement 
ascribed to him was to the effect that the poor would enter 
Paradise five hundred days before the rich, and these five 
hundred days were half of one of God’s days. 3 The true be- 
liever had no need of this world’s riches, because his pro- 
vision (ri%q) came from God, and faith was shown by com- 
plete dependence upon God for all his requirements. One 
of the sayings regarding this, attributed to the Prophet, is a 
re-echo of the Christian gospel; ‘Umar b. al-Khattab re- 
lated that he said, “ If you put your whole trust in God, as 
you should do. He most certainly will give you sustenance, 
as He gives it to the birds ; they come out hungry in the 
morning, but return full to their nests.” 4 

The same warnings against the delusions of this world 
that were given in the Qur’an appear again in full force in 
the Traditions. “ The world is sweet in the heart and green 
to the eye,” the Prophet is reported to have said ; “ then 
look to your actions, and abstain from the world and its 
wickedness.” 6 Separation from the world and its snares was 
enjoined in the Tradition according to which an Arab asked 
Muhammad which was the best of actions, and the one 
which would receive the greatest reward, and the Prophet 
replied, “ The best of actions is this, that you separate from 
the world and die whilst your tongue is moist in repeating 
the name of God.” 6 There is a well-known saying ascribed 
to Jesus according to which He said, “ This world is a 

1 Logia et A-grapha, No. 70. 3 Mishkat al-Masabib, XXII. xxiv. 1. 

3 Ibid., XXII. xxiv. 2. 4 Ibid., XXII. xxvii. 1. 

6 Ibid., XIII. i. 1. Cf. the teaching of Isaac of Nineveh, p. 98 above. 

8 Ibid., IX. ii. 2. 
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bridge : cross by it and do not linger on it.” 1 In the same 
sense is the tradition according to which the Prophet said 
to Ibn ‘Umar, “ Be in the world as a stranger or a sojourner 
who passes on, and count yourself to be as one of the dead.” 2 
Two early Traditions ascribe to Jesus a solemn warning to 
those who falsely pretend to seek the things of the next 
world, while in reality they are secretly attached to the 
goods of this world and corrupted by them. “ How shall 
it be,” asked Jesus, “ with a man reputed to be wise, who, 
after he has set his face towards the next world, turns aside 
to the life of this world, and how will it be with a wise man 
who seeks the Word (of God) in order to teach it, but not in 
order to practise it ?” s S 

Again, “ Jesus, Son of Mary, said : ‘ O wise but evil men, 
ye have fasted, prayed and given alms, but those things 
which ye commanded (to others), ye have not fulfilled, and 
those things which ye taught, ye have not done. How evil 
is your course of life, for ye have repented in word and by 
assertion of faith, but have done according to your sinful 
desires. What avails it to you to purify yourselves outwardly 
while your hearts remain defiled ? Verily I say unto you. Be 
not like unto sieves, through which the good flour falls to 
the ground, while the chaff remains therein. So ye also utter 
wisdom by your mouths, while hatred remains in your 
hearts. O ye who are in bondage to this world, how shall 
the next world be attained, by one whose lust for this world 
is not satisfied, and whose craving for it is not at an end ? 
Verily I say unto you, that your hearts shall mourn for your 
deeds. For ye have done lip-service to this world and have 
trodden good deeds underfoot. Verily I say unto you. Ye 
have corrupted your future life, and the good things of the 
next world. What man is viler than one of you, since ye 
were not ignorant (of what ye did) ? Woe unto you, how 
long will ye point out the way to those who grope in dark- 
ness, while ye yourselves know not the road? Thus you 
exhort those attracted by this world, in order that they may 

1 Logia et Agrapba, No. 46. 

2 Mishkat al-Masdbib, XXII. xxv. 1. Cf. Isaac of Nineveh, p. 98 
above. 

* Logia et Agpapha, No. 6. 
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relinquish it little by little to you. Woe unto you, for of what 
profit is it to a darkened house, if the lamp is placed upon its 
roof, while within it is deserted and in darkness ? So like- 
wise, what shall it profit you that the light of knowledge is 
in your mouths, while within your souls are barren and un- 
tended ? O ye who are in bondage to this world ! Ye are 
neither like slaves who show reverence, nor like free men 
who give liberally of what they possess.’ ” Soon, He con- 
tinues, shall this world prove to be the destruction of its 
bondslaves, who shall be torn from all upon which they had 
depended, and be led unto everlasting punishment. 1 The 
derivation of this passage from the Christian gospel is 
obvious in every line of it, 2 but the fact that it finds a place 
among the early traditions of Islam proves that its teachings, 
with their emphasis upon the evil of this world and its power 
for destruction, found ready acceptance among those who 
wished to advocate asceticism and the unworldly life among 
the Muslims of the early centuries of Islam. 

It is not difficult to trace the connection between these 
teachings on asceticism and self-discipline, which appear in 
both the Qur’an and the Traditions, and the doctrines of 
Christianity with which, as we have seen in the last chapter, 
the Muslims had every opportunity to become acquainted 
in the first centuries of the Islamic era. The very language 
used to express the theological and ascetical conceptions 
of Islam is borrowed from that of the Christian Church ; 
especially we find words derived from the Aramaic, which 
evidently came through the Syrian C hurch of Hi ra and the 
Nestorian teachers who were to be found~Tn" 'Arabia itself. 
From Yaman Muhammad took the name “ Rahman ” (the 
Merciful), “ Rahmanan ” being the title given to God the 
jFather by the Christians of South Arabia. From Yaman, too, 
he took the name of “ Mu’ min ln ” (believers). The presence 
in the Qur’an of such words as “ salat ” (prayer), which does 
not seem to occur in pre-Qur’anic literature, which was not 
Arabic, but Aramaic in origin (Aram. Selota), and used by the 
Eastern Christians ; “ Subhan ” (glory be to God), which is 
frequently used in the Qur’an, 3 with its derivatives “ sab- 

1 Login et Agrapba, No. 53. 2 Cf. Matt, xxiii. 1 3 ff. 

* Cf. Suras v. 116 ; x. 10 ; ii. 30 ; xxvii. 8. 
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bah ” (to glorify God) and “ tasbih ” (invocation, glorifica- 
tion), which is a loan-word from the Aramaic, from the root 
“ shebah ” (to praise), and was possibly an imitation of the 
Christian Gloria 1 ; “ tazakka ” (to purify), used especially 
in connection with a return to God, 2 taken from the Syriac 
“ daka,” which, with its derivatives, is used frequently in 
the Peshitta 3 * * ; “ furqan ” (illumination), employed in the 
Qur’an, sometimes to mean “ revelation,” which is the 
Arabic sense of the word, 1 and also with the meaning of 
“ salvation ” 6 from the Syriac “ purqana ” (salvation, re- 
demption) ; “ ‘abd ” (servant of God), with its derivative 
“ ‘ubudlya ” (service, adoration), also used in this sense in 
the Peshitta f “ dhikr ” (remembrance), used constantly in 
the Qur’an in the sense of remembrance or mention of God, 
and so with the meaning of “ worship,” 7 corresponding to 
the Syriac “ dukrana,” in common use with the same signi- 
fication — all these, "and others, reveal a Christian influence, 
while there are to be found, in addition to these, expressions 
used in the Qur’an or the Traditions which had a definitely 
Christian association for Muhammad and his followers. 
Among those to be found in the Qur’an are “ tawba ” (re- 
pentance, from the Aramaic tethiiba) literally, a coming back 
to God, for which the same word, used with the same mean- 
ing, is found in the Syriac gospels ; “ rabb ” (Lord), with its 
derivatives “ rabbanl ” (Divine, godly^ and “ rubublya ” 
(Divinity, deity), applied in the Qur’an only to God, had 
been used in the Gospels, and was used throughout the 
Christian Church to designate both God the Father and God 
the Son ; “ sawm ” (abstinence), originally meaning “ to 
stand still, without occupation,” was probably used with 
the meaning of “ fasting,” by Muhammad, because he knew 
it to be used in this sense by Christians and Jews. These 
examples go to prove that for the elements in the new faith 
which had little or no connection with Arab paganism, Mu- 
hammad for his terminology was obliged to have recourse 

1 Cf. p. 139. 2 Cf. Sura xci. 9; lxxxvii. 14. 

2 Cf. Matt. viii. 3 ; John xiii. 10 ; 1 Cor. v. 8. 

4 Cf. Suras xxi. 49 ; iii. 2 ; xxv. x. 6 Sura viii. 29, 42. 

* Rom. i. 1 ; 2 Tim. ii. 24. 

7 Cf. Suras ii. 196 ; xxxiii. 35 ; lviii. 20. 
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to the Christian Church, and to make use of its language to 
express religious doctrines and ideas which were, like the 
language in which they were clothed, definitely borrowed 
from, or based upon, similar Christian doctrines. 

In considering the ascetical elements in orthodox Islam, 
we find that the motive for repentance, as already pointed 
out, was primarily the fear of Divine punishment, and the 
same fear was to be found among the Eastern Christians 
with whom Muhammad was in contact. His conception of 
the Day of Judgment and a Second Return, 1 and his de- 
scriptions of Hell-fire as contrasted with the joys of Heaven, 
all find their parallels in the New Testament, and it was this 
fear of Judgment, which had had so great an influence in 
sending the early Christians of Egypt and Syria out into 
the deserts in order to expiate their sins and to avoid further 
temptation, which influenced Muhammad and his followers, 
in the first place, to seek safety in asceticism. Of these ascetic 
practices, fasting, as we have noted, was definitely enjoined 
in the Qur’an and elsewhere, not only in the form of total 
abstinence fron sunrise to sunset during Ramadan, but as a 
work of supererogation and as a means of penance for 
.various offences. Here, again, the obvious source was 
^Christianity, for the Christian Lent, and the fasts of the 
Christian year, together with the frugal habits of the soli- 
taries, were customs with which the pagan Arabs were 
familiar in their intercourse with their Christian neighbours. 

Muhammad’s regulations and injunctions with regard to 
prayer also suggest a Christian origin. As we have seen, in 
the earlier Suras he recommended prayer three times a day, 
but later increased these times of prayer to five, which in 
some measure corresponded to the Christian Office. As he 
took the word “ salat ” (prayer) from the Arabian Christians, 
so also apparently he took the ceremony ; the standing, bow- 
ing down and prostrations, together with the praises of God 
and repetitions of formula;, were undoubtedly intended to 
imitate the ritual prayer of the Christians, while the tradi- 
tional references to forms for personal and informal prayer 
given by the Prophet to his companions point to a know- 
ledge of the part played by personal intercession in the lives 
1 Cf. Suras lii. 7-14 ; Ixxviii. 18, 19 ; xxvii. 9. 
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of Christians. From Christianity he probably derived the 
whole idea of the efficacy of prayer to accomplish its aim in 
this life. The night-prayers were, without doubt, an imita- 
tion of the nocturnal offices in use in Christian monasteries. 
The mention of vigils and readings must have been inspired 
by the habits of the Syrian monks and anchorites, of whom 
Thomas of Marga relates that many read the psalter twice 
between the evening and the morning, while the observance 
of vigils was generally regarded in the Oriental Christian 
Church as a work of devotion well-pleasing to God. The 
word “ tahajjud ” (to awake from sleep), used in the Qur’an 
(Sura xvii. 80), suggests a connection with the custom of 
keeping awake at night, so much practised by the ascetics 
and mystics of West Asia. In Syriac ascetical literature, 
keeping awake is commended as a work of great merit, 
combined with the reading of Scripture, meditation and 
ritual prayer. Ephraim the Syrian strongly commends it. 
“ Ye then watch as lights in this night of starry light. For 
though so dark be its colour yet in virtue it is clear. For 
whoever is like this clear One, wakeful and prayerful in 
darkness, him in this darkness visible a light unseen sur- 
rounds I” 1 Elsewhere he writes : 

“ Let us become in our vigils diligent watchers, 

And present continually our holy prayers ; 

That with those virgins who displayed wisdom 
We may meet the Bridegroom in the day of His ap- 
pearing.” 2 

The brief ejaculatory prayers given for use by Muslims in 
the night correspond to the form of the night-prayers used 
by the Egyptian monks and the use of the “ tasblh ” (praise 
to God), the “ subhan ” (glory be to God) and the doxology 
“ allah akbar ” (God is most great), increases the resem- 
blance. 3 

The Christian Church placed good works, and especially 
almsgiving, on a level above fasting and vigils, and we have 

1 On the Nativity, i. 

3 denunciation of the World (tr. H. Burgess). 

3 Cf. Tor Andrae, op. cit., pp. 191 A- 
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noted the stress that Muhammad, in the Qur’an, laid upon 
giving the legal alms, upon generosity towards the poor and 
needy, those near of kin ana orphans, and upon the duty of 
ransoming captives, and this latter duty of the manumission 
of slaves was accounted a meritorious action in the Syrian 
Church. 

The influence of the New Testament and of Christian 
asceticism upon the otherworldliness of the Qur’an and its 
doctrine of constant insistence upon the vanity of this world 
and its riches, together with the call to live for the other 
world alone, is too obvious to require proof. Again and 
again Muhammad urges men not to lay up for themselves 
treasures in this world, where moth and rust do corrupt and 
where thieves break through and steal, but to lay up for 
themselves treasures in heaven, which none could wrest 
from them. Equally strongly does he insist, with St. Paul, 
that the things which are seen are temporal, and it is the 
things which are not seen which are eternal. It was not 
only what he had heard of the teachings of Christianity in 
this respect, but what he saw all around him of the practice 
of the life of unworldliness, poverty and renunciation, by 
the monks and the solitaries, which could not fail to impress 
him. The Christian origin of this unworldly teaching is 
frankly acknowledged in the Traditions, as we have seen 
above, for many of the parables and sayings relating to the 
ascetic life are put into the mouth of Jesus. The Qur’anic 
teaching on the renunciation of the world also bears a close 
resemblance to that given by Ephraim the Syrian, who writes 
in one of his hymns : 

“ Alas for thee, O world, how much art thou loved. 

Thy beauties are many, but they are not permanent. 
For thou art but a dream, without real existence ; 

I renounce thee henceforth, O wicked world ! 

Woe be to whoever shall love thee, O world 1 
For he will be caught in thy snares, and in the nets 
thou layest for him, 

He shall lose his soul and yet not possess thee ; 

I renounce thee henceforth, O wicked world 1 
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Omnipotent and merciful is God towards those 

Who reject this world, which is passing away. 

And meditate continually, upon that which remaineth, 

I renounce thee henceforth, O transitory world 1 

Glory be to the Good, to Whom appertain 

Both these worlds and all that is in them ; 

Both that which passeth away and that which re- 
maineth, 

I renounce thee henceforth, O transitory world l” 1 ^ 

There is one respect in which Muhammad makes a not- 
able omission in his teaching on asceticism, and that is in 
his refusal to advocate celibacy ; yet this goes rather to prove 
that his ascetical teaching was derived from Christianity than 
otherwise, for the Nestorians made no such ideal of celibacy 
as the other Eastern Churches ; they had, on the contrary, 
a high esteem for marriage and the procreation of children. 
Nestorian Christians did not uphold the idea of virginity as 
the best and highest type of life for the Christian, hence if 
Muhammad heard the Gospel, and learnt what little he did 
learn of Christian doctrine, mainly from Nestorian sources, 
he would not hear the praise of virginity and the celibate 
that he would undoubtedly have done had he derived his 
knowledge of Christianity from the Greek-speaking Church. 
But as regards this particular feature of asceticism, we realise 
that Muhammad, in any case, would have been loath to 
advocate what was not only contrary to his own personal 
inclinations and practice, but also foreign to Semitic ideas, 
since the Semitic races have always set a high value on mar- 
riage and the production of offspring, as a duty ’incumbent 
on every man. 

We have already drawn attention to the intimate associa- 
tion, especially in the Orient, of asceticism with Mysticism, 2 
and since we have a definitely ascetical doctrine set forth in 
orthodox Islam, which we have seen to be derived largely 
from Christian sources, it is perhaps not surprising that we 

1 B . enunciation of the World. In reference to the last verse, it is in- 
teresting to note that the Muslims constantly spoke of the “ Lord of 
the two worlds ” (rabb al-alamayn). 

3 See above, pp. xo, 45. 
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should find certain elements of mystical doctrine in the 
Qur’an and the Traditions, most probably of a similar origin. 
There is little evidence that Muhammad himself was natur- 
ally disposed towards asceticism ; he accepted it as a means 
towards an end, in the earliest stage of his career, but later 
showed a disposition to repudiate it. So also we should 
judge that he was not a mystic by temperament, any more 
than he was an ascetic ; but in spite of this, we find certain 
indications of a mystical doctrine in the Qur’an, which, by 
those who were of the truly mystical temperament, were in- 
corporated into the fully-developed system of Islamic 
Mysticism which we find in existence at a later period. 

Muhammad’s vocation was to make known the Unity of ' 
God, and this was developed into a doctrine of God as the 
Sole Reality, which is at the basis of all systems of Mysticism. * 
He taught not only the negation of all plurality in the person 
and nature of the One Being, but regarded Him as Self-Exist- 
ent, the Sole Agent, and the Sole Cause of all existence and 
all action. “ He is God alone : God the Eternal ! He begets 
not, nor is He begotten ; and there is none like unto Him.” 1 
“ Truly your God is but One, Lord of the Heavens and of 
the Earth and of all that lies between them and Lord of the 
horizons. . . . His, whatsoever is in the heavens and whatso- 
ever is in the earth and whatsoever is between the two, and 
whatsoever lies beneath the moist earth 1 It needs not to 
raise thy voice, for He knoweth the secrets of men’s hearts 
and what is yet more hidden. God 1 There is no God but 
He 1 Most excellent are His Names l” 2 He is the Creator, 
and all the creatures, of whatever grade, material or spiritual, 
instinctive or intelligent, are passive before Him ; He is their 
absolute Ruler, and all that comes to pass is in accordance 
with His sole and absolute Will. 

“ He causeth the dawn to break and hath ordained the night 
for rest and the sun and the moon for reckoning time 1 
This is the ordinance of the Mighty, the Wise 1 

“ And it is He Who hath made the stars for you that ye 
may be guided thereby in the darknesses of the land and of 
the sea 1 

“ And it is He Who sendeth down rain from Heaven ; and 
1 Sura cxii. * Suras xxxvii. 4, 5 ; xx. 5, 6, 7. 
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we bring forth by it the buds of all the plants, and from it we 
bring forth the green foliage, and the grain in the ear, and 
from the sheaths of the palm-trees clustering dates within 
reach, and gardens of grapes and olives and pomegranates, 
alike and unlike. 

“ Sole Maker of the Heavens and the Earth ! He hath 
created everything and He knoweth all things ! This is God 
your Lord. There is no God but He, the Creator of all 
things ; therefore worship Him ; for He watcheth over all 
things. No vision comprehends Him, but He compre- 
hended! all vision, and He is the Subtile, the All-Informed. 

. . . The words of thy Lord are perfect in truth and in jus- 
tice ; none can change His words ; He is the Hearer, the 
Knower .” 1 God is Omnipotent, Omniscient, Present every- 
where, All-Seeing yet unseen, the First and the Last, the 
Mighty and the Wise, the Gracious, the Merciful, the For- 
giving. He is also the Primal Light : “ God is the Light of 
the Heavens and of the Earth. His Light is like a niche in 
which is a lamp . . . the lamp within a glass . . . the glass like 
unto a brightly-shining star. It is lit from a blessed olive- 
tree belonging neither to the East nor to the West, the oil 
whereof would almost give light, even though fire toucheth 
it not ! It is light upon light. God guideth to His light 
whom He will and God setteth forth parables to men, for 
God knoweth all things .” 2 

The conception of God found in the Qur’an, particularly 
the aspects of this conception most acceptable to the mystics, 
is shown again in the Traditions. A prayer said to have been 
given by the Prophet to Abu Bakr runs, “ O God ! the 
Knower of the hidden and the open, the present and the 
absent, the Creator of all regions and the worlds ; Thou 
Who dost cherish all things : the Lord and King of all : I 
witness that there is no God but Thee .” 3 Abu Hurayra re- 
lates that the Prophet used to say : “ O Lord of everything, 
O Sender down of the Law, the Gospels and the Qur’an . . . 
Thou art the First and there was nothing before Thee ; and 
Thou art the Last, and there is nothing after Thee ; and Thou 
dost hide Thyself and there is nothing beyond Thee .” 4 

1 Sura vi. 96 ff. 2 Sura xxiv. 35. 

3 Mishkdt al-Masabih y X. ii. 2. 4 Ibid X. v. 2. 
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Muhammad was reputed to have said that God was veiled 
in seventy veils of light and among the invocations attri- 
buted to him was this : “ O Light of lfight, Thou art veiled 
to Thy creature and it does not attain to Thy light. O Light 
of light, Thy light illuminates the people of heaven and en- 
lightens the people of earth. O Light of all light. Thy light 
is praised by all light.” Among the traditional invocations 
is also this, “ I invoke Thee by the light of Thy countenance, 
which has filled the foundations of Thy tabernacle.” 1 

''Orthodox Islam, therefore, depicts a God transcendent, 
incomprehensible, infinitely above and beyond that which 
He has brought into being, and the Qur’an emphasises the 
gulf between the human creature and the Divine Essence, 
yet man is set apart from the other creatures in being capable 
of receiving the Divine revelation, and the Qur’an does give 
some indication of the possibility of a mystical union. There 
are some among mankind “ who have near access to God.” 2 
“ God will guide to Himself the one Who turneth to Him, 
those who believe and whose hearts rest securely on the 
thought of God.” 3 The possibility of communication be- 
tween God and man, as distinct from the remainder of 
creation, rests, of course, on the fact that he consists not only 
of body but of soul, the “ zahir ” (outward) and the “ batin ” 
(inward). The essence oflnan, according to the Qur anic 
psychology, is the heart, containing the secret and hidden 
shrine of the conscience (sirr) , by which God can speak to 
man, and the secrets of which lie bare to Him. 4 Within him 
(a also is the “ nafs ” (self), which is the “ I,” regarded by the 
mystics as the carnal soul, which is led astray by evil desires, 
but which can be purified by faith, so that the believer 
realises anew the primeval covenant made between his soul 
and God, and remembers that he was created for the adora- 
tion and the service of his Lord. 6 Man was created originally 
in purity, and within him is a Di vine sp ark, for God breathed 
into him of His own Spirit, ancf man in this primal state of 
purity was exalted even above the angels, who were bidden 

1 Cf. Carta dc Vaux, Journal Asiatique, 1902, xix. 84. 

2 Sura iii. 40. 3 Sura xiii. 27, 28. 

4 Suras vi. 3 ; xx. 6 ; ix. 79. 

* Suras vii. 171 ; li. 56. 
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to worship him because of the Divinity within . 1 “ Blessed 
is that man who hath kept his soul pure, and undone is he 
who hath corrupted it.”V 

So, because of this real affinity between God and the soul\ 
of man, there is a means by which the gulf between the ’ 
Creator and the creature can be bridged, and the soul can , 
break the fetters of earth and ascend again unto its home in 
God ; orthodox Islam always teaches the immortality of the 
soul . 3 Those who seek God in truth will find that He comes 
to meet them on the way and to guide them to the goal. 
“ God is the guardian of those who believe ; He shall bring 
them out of darkness into light .” 4 Again, there is the pro- 
mise, “ To such of them as believed gave we their reward. 
... O ye who believe ! fear God and believe in His apostle ; 
two portions of His mercy will He bestow on you. He will 
give unto you light to walk in and He will forgive you .” 5 
In the Traditions there is a saying, ascribed to the Prophet, 
which runs, “ God has said : ‘ I am present when My serA 
vant thinks of Me : I am with him when he remembers Me 
. . . whosoever seeks to approach Me by a span, I will seek 
to approach him by a cubit ; and he who seeks to approach 
Me by one cubit, I will seek to approach him by two 
fathoms ; and whoever walks towards Me, I will run to-t 
wards him .” 6 

There are indications in the Qur’an of the Way that 
must be trodden by the seeker who desired to draw near to 
God, to attain to knowledge of Him, and finally to become 
His dwelling-place. “ We sent unto you an apostle from 
among yourselves to recite our communications unto you, 
and to purify you, and to instruct you in the Book and in 
the Wisdom, and to teach you that which ye knew not .” 7 
Here is an indication of a doctrine of esoteric knowledge, 
which afterwards developed with the Sufis into that of 
mystic gnosis {ma'-rija). To attain that “ wisdom,” purifica- 
tion is needed, and in spite of Muhammad’s deep sense of 
the absolute sovereignty of God, he had at the same time a 

1 Suras xv. 29 ; xxxii. 8 ; xxxviii. 72. 

a Sura xci. 9, 10. 3 Cf. Sura xliv. 56. 

4 Sura ii. 258. 6 Sura lvii. 27, 28. 

8 Cf. Misbkat al-Masdbifj, IX. ii, 1 . 7 Sura ii. 146. 
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sense that man must be held to be responsible for his sins, 
and that his punishment is just if he does not repent and seek 
to make amends. That original purity in which man was 
created must be regained if he is to be fit to be reunited with 
God. To this end were given all the ascetical regulations 
already mentioned, that the believer might be prepared for 
his high destiny ; sin, and above all, the sin of idolatry, is 
impurity ( najas ) ; righteousness, summed up in unswerving 
faith in God, is purity. “It is not righ teousn ess to turn 
your faces towards the East and the West, But righteousness 
is to believe in God.” 1 Again it is written, “ Happy is he 
who is purified and who remembereth the name of his Lord 
and prayeth.” 2 This faith can be marred by neglect and un- 
belief and waywardness of will, and hence the many warn- 
ings against heedlessness (ghafla) and disobedience. The 
pure heart is that which is perfect in faith and free from 
stain ( salim), and none can be saved “ except the one who 
comes to God with a pure heart.” 3 Purity of intention and 
motive is needed as well as abstention from the actual com- 
mission of sin, for not only the body, but the mind, must 
be cleansed of all that is contrary to the Will of God. 

Vice can be conquered by virtue ; that which is stained 
can be cleansed by what is pure. The idea of the soul as a 
mirror, reflecting the image of God in proportion to its own 
brightness, had been used before Islam by Ephraim the 
Syrian and other Christian mystics, 4 and we find the same 
conception in the Traditions. There is one attributed to 
Abu Hurayra which runs thus : “ Verily, when a true be- 
liever commits a fault, a black spot is created in his heart, 
and if his sins are increased, the black spot increases, so that 
it takes possession of the whole heart. For this spot is a 
rust which God has mentioned in the revelation, “ their 
hearts became rusty from their works ” (Sura, lxxxiii. 14).® 
On the same subject ‘Abdallah b. ‘Umar gives a tradition 

1 SQra ii. 172. a Sura lxxxvii. 14, 15. 3 Sura xxvi. 89. 

4 Cf. above, pp. 32, 88. Cf. also Evagrius : “ As man is not able 
to behold his likeness in water set unto motion, so the mind cannot 
behold Our Lord in itself as in a mirror, if it does not purify the inner 
soul from the affections caused by the things of the world.” 

3 Misbkat al-Mafdblb, X. iii, 2. 
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of the Prophet, relating that he used to say, “ There is a 
polish for everything that becomes rusty, and the polish 
for the heart is the remembrance of God .” 1 This idea of the 
rusty mirror and the need for polishing it was a favourite 
one with the later Sufis. The feeling that it was the “ heart ” 
which required cleansing, and the thoughts which must be 
purified, and that the performance of an outward ritual of 
worship, and of good works, was not enough, must have 
led the early Muslims to “ interiorisation,” and the practice 
of meditation, which in its turn led to contemplation. It 
was this sense of the spiritual as the real which led to the 
contrast between the transient and the abiding, and the feel- 
ing of the unreality of this earthly life as compared with the 
everlasting life in God. The true believers are those whose 
eyes are fixed not upon the things which are seen, which are 
temporal, but upon the unseen things, which are eternal : 
they are “ the God-fearing, who believe in the Unseen .” 2 

The conception of access to God and union with Him, 
strange as it may seem in connection with orthodox Islam, 
was not unknown to Muhammad ; in a verse which evidently 
alludes to the Christian cult of the saints and the belief in 
their intercession, he says, “ Those whom ye call on, them- 
selves desire a means of access to their Lord, striving which 
of them shall be nearest to Him .” 3 Communication between 
God and man is shown in the Qur’an to be by means of 
revelation, the Word. Muhammad, like others before him, 
was faced by the difficulty of establishing any contact be- 
tween the transcendent and Infinite Godhead and His finite 
creatures, and therefore sought some mediating agency as a 
link, and in the Christian adaptation of the Logos doctrine 
he found what seemed a solution of the problem. Since, as 
we have seen, he recognised that the soul, by its affinity with 
the Divine, had a capacity for receiving revelation, it was by 
this means that the link was forged. God sent His revela- 
tion, the Divine Word, and the soul that had been cleansed 
from its earthly impurities and was restored to its primal 
purity could receive and apprehend that Word, and be- 
coming thus in very truth the dwelling-place of the Divine, 

1 Misbkat al-Masdbih, IX. ii. 2. 3 Sura ii. 2. 

3 Sura xviii. 59. 
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could be enabled to interpret that Word to others. That 
Muhammad derived this doctrine from Christianity is 
proved by the fact that he speaks of Jesus as Himself the 
very Word of God, Who perfectly interpreted God to man. 
“ Remember when the angel said, ‘ O Mary ! verily God 
announceth to thee the Word from Him ; His name shall be 
Christ Jesus, the Son of Mary, illustrious in this world and 
the next, and one of those who have near access to God.’ 5,1 
Again Muhammad states, “ Jesus, Son of Mary, is an apostle 
of God, and His Word which is conveyed into Mary, and a 
spirit proceeding from Himself.” 2 Only those whose faith 
is secure and whose hearts are pure can accept this Revela- 
tion which brings them near to God, and enables them to 
live the unitive life in Him. “ They who believe and work 
righteousness ; blessedness awaiteth them,” 3 and it is inter- 
esting to note that the word employed for “ blessedness ” 
{tuba) is that used for the Beatitudes in the Christian gospel. 

It is by the help of the Holy Spirit that the elect are enabled 
thus to apprehend the Divine Word and to arrive at union. 
“ With His own Spirit He strengthened them,” 4 that Spirit 
which proceedeth at the command of God. So they attain 
to knowledge of the Divine mystery, 6 and to the state of 
perfect satisfaction ( ride? ) — which means that they are satis- 
fied with God, completely acquiescent in His Will, and He 
is satisfied with them, His true servants — and to the state 
of perfect tranquillity ( tuma’nind ), the peace of God which 
passeth all understanding, in which they abide in God and 
enjoy Him for ever. “ None either in the Heavens or in the 
Earth knoweth the Unseen but God . . . yet they have at- 
tained to some knowledge of the life to come.” 6 These are 
they who enjoy that perfect repose of the blessed, “ Surely 
Guidance shall come to you from Me, and whosoever shall 
follow My guidance, on them shall come no fear, neither 
shall they grieve.” 7 “ God is well-pleased with them and 
they with Him. This is the true salvation.” 8 The pure in 
heart “ shall be within the mercy of God ; therein shall they 
abide for ever.” 9 The experience of the unitive life enjoyed 

1 Sura iii. 40. 1 Sura iv. 169. 3 Sura xiii. 28. 

4 Sura lviii. 22. 8 Sura lxxii. 27. * Sura xxvii. 66. 

7 Sura ii. 36. 8 Sura v. 119. 9 Sura iii. 103. 
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in this world is a foretaste of the joy to come, when the 
blessed shall live for ever in the Presence of God ; to the 
one who has lived in, and for, God will come the call, 
“ Soul at rest, return to thy Lord, satisfied with Him, giving 
satisfaction to Him. So enter among My servants and come 
into My Paradise.” 1 

In the Traditions also there are references to the state of 
“ satisfaction ” and the unitive life. It is related in a Tradi- 
tion by an unknown author, and therefore of uncertain date, 
that Jesus was asked which was the best of all works, and 
He replied, “ Satisfaction with God Most High and love 
towards Him.” 2 Another Tradition attributes to Jesus the 
saying, “ Verily if, when I come into the innermost shrine 
of My servant, I find therein no love of this world or the 
next, then I fill him with love to Me and hold him safely, 
as My friend.” 3 There is a very comprehensive description 
of the unitive state, when the soul which has received the 
Divine Word is enabled to interpret it to others, because it 
is itself one with God, in a Tradition ascribed to Abu Hur- 
ayra. “ God said, * My servant is always seeking to approach 
Me, so that I love him. And when I love him, I am his hear- 
ing by which he hears, and I am his sight by which he sees, 
and I am his hands by which he grasps, and I am his feet by 
which he walks.” 4 

When we come to consider the origin of these mystical 
doctrines found in Orthodox Islam, it seems evident that 
they must, to a considerable extent, be derived from similar 
doctrines in Christianity, where, as we have seen in previous 
chapters. Mysticism had early taken root and had reached a 
considerable development at the beginning of the Islamic 
era, especially in those Eastern Churches with which Mu- 
hammad and his immediate successors were brought into 
such close contact. 

The doctrine of One God he must have derived from the 
Jews and Christians, for he found no such doctrine among 

1 Sura xxxix. 27-30. Cf. Matt. xxv. 21. For the mystical teaching 
of the Qur’an cf. also L. Massignon, La Passion d’al-Hallaj , ii. 498-504. 

3 Logia et Agrapha, No. 91. 

3 Ibid., No. 90. Cf. John xiv. 23 ; xv. 14. 

* Mishkat al-Masdbih, IX. ii. 1. Cf. for other examples Goldziher, 
Mubammedanische Studien, ii. 393. 
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his fellow-pagans. In some of the Qur’anic verses quoted 
above there is a strong resemblance to the New Testament 
conception of God : “ By Him were all things created, that 
are in heaven and that are in earth, visible and invisible, 
whether they be thrones or dominions or principalities or 
powers, all things were created by Him and for Him. And 
He is before all things and by Him all things consist.” 
Again St. Paul writes, “ Of Him and through Him and to 
Him are all things : to Whom be glory for ever ,” 1 and he 
urges his hearers to turn from the vanities of this passing 
life unto “ the living God, which made heaven and earth 
and the sea and all things that are therein ... He did good 
and gave us rain from heaven and fruitful seasons, filing 
our hearts with food and gladness .” 2 The conception of 
God as Creator and Sole Cause and Predestinator is set forth 
in the sermon at Athens : “ God that madeth the world and 
all things therein, seeing that He is Lord of heaven and 
earth . . . giveth to all life and breath and all things . . . and 
hath made all nations of men for to dwell on all the face of 
the earth, and hath determined the times before appointed, 
and the bounds of their habitation .” 3 God is the One Who 
“ seeth in secret ” : it is He “ Who searcheth the hearts.” 
In Christianity, too, was found the conception of God as 
Light, both in the Gospel 4 and in such early mystical writers 
as Ephraim the Syrian 5 and John of Lycopolis, while to St. 
Augustine also He was the “ Light Unchangeable.” It may 
have been from the Creed itself, from the “ Light of light,” 
that Muhammad derived this mystical conception . 6 The 
doctrine of the abiding nature of God, Who was from ever- 
lasting and shall be unto eternity, emphasised in the Tradi- 
tion given above, which actually mentions the Gospels , 7 
may well have been derived from hearing the verse, “ I am 
Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the ending, saith the 
Lord, which is and which was and which is to come, the 
Almighty .” 8 

The idea that the “ heart ” represents the spiritual essence 

1 Col. i. 15-17, ii. 9. 2 Acts xiv. 15-17. 

3 Acts xvii. 24-26. Cf. also p. 86 above. 

* Cf. John i. 4-10. 6 See above, p. 89. 

* $ee above, pp. 143, 144. 7 Ibid. 8 Rev. i. 8. 
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of man is set forth again and again in the New Testament : 
“ With the heart man believeth unto righteousness,” says 
St. Paul . 1 “ Sanctify the Lord God in your hearts,” writes 
St. Peter . 2 So also Isaac of Nineveh says, “ The heart is the 
central organ of the inward senses. ... It is purified through 
great trouble and by being deprived of all association with 
the world, together with a complete mortification in every 
point .” 3 The Qur’anic idea of man as created in purity, hav- 
ing something of the Divine within him, because God 
breathed into him of His Spirit, might indeed be taken 
direct from the Jewish account of the Creation in Genesis, 
but it is possible that Muhammad knew something of the 
stress laid by Christian writers on the fact that man was made 
in the image of God and ought therefore to strive to become 
fit to recognise the Divine element within himself and to 
receive the gift of the Word. The Qur’anic promise that 
illumination will be given to those who walk in the Path 
of God recalls the Pauline exhortation, “ For ye were 
sometimes darkness, but now are ye light in the Lord ; walk 
as children of the light .” 4 

The teaching of orthodox Islam regarding the need for 
purification and the cleansing of the heart from all defile- 
ment, for those who are to hear and receive the Word of 
God, is all to be found in the New Testament. “ Let us 
cleanse ourselves from all filthiness of the flesh and spirit,” 
says St. Paul, “ perfecting holiness in the fear of God .” 6 
“ To be carnally-minded,” that is, to give way to the carnal 
soul, the nafs, he says elsewhere, “ is death, but to be 
spiritually-minded is life and peace — and peace is what 
Muhammad describes as the state of the spiritually perfect — 
“ for if ye live after the flesh, ye shall die, but if ye through 
the Spirit do mortify the deeds of the body, ye shall live .” 0 
We have seen again and again, both in the Qur’an and in the 
Traditions, how the life of the world to come is set over 
against the life of this world, and the believer is bidden to 
cast aside what is transient for the sake of that which abides 
for ever, and how the very words of the Gospel are used to 
emphasise this doctrine, so that its origin can hardly be in 

1 Rom. x. io. a i Pet. iii. 1 5 . 3 Mystical Treatises, p. 2a 

4 Ephes. v. 8. 5 2 Cor. vii. 1. 8 Rom. viii. 6, 13. 
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doubt. “ He that loveth his life shall lose it, and he that 
loseth his life in this world shall keep it unto life eternal ” 
was taught by Muhammad as insistently as by St. John. 

The transformation of the soul, by which, when purified 
from sin, and emptied of self and inspired by faith, it should 
be prepared to receive and to be the interpreter of the Divine 
Word, was to be accomplished, as we have seen, with the 

i ielp of the Holy Spirit, and from no other source than Chris- 
ianity could Muhammad have derived this essentially Chris- 
ian doctrine. The Divine mystery, the Wisdom of God, 
have been revealed to man by the Spirit : “ God hath re- 
vealed them unto us by His Spirit ; for the Spirit searcheth 
all things, yea, the deep things of God . . . the things of God 
knoweth no man, but the Spirit of God. Now we have re- 
ceived, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit which is of 
God ; that we might know the things that are freely given 
to us of God .” 1 So also St. John wrote, “ It is the Spirit 
that quickeneth ” — that is, which brings the soul to re- 
birth in God. Those who have been transformed and have 
received and apprehended the Divine revelation are living 
the life of God and abide in it for ever ; He is well-pleased 
with them and they with Him. Such is the teaching of ortho- 
dox Islam and such is also the Christian doctrine of those 
who have attained salvation through the Word of God. 
“ Ye have purified your souls in obeying the truth through 
the Spirit . . . being born again, not of corruptible seed, but 
of incorruptible, by the Word of God, which liveth and 
abideth for ever. For all flesh is as grass and all the glory of 
man as the flower of grass. The grass withereth and the 
flower thereof falleth away. But the Word of the Lord en- 
dureth for ever .” 2 

It would appear, then, that Muhammad, from what he 
saw and heard around him of Christian asceticism, and from 
the fragments of Christian mystical teaching which came to 
his knowledge, laid the foundation, perhaps all unwittingly, 
of a doctrine of mysticism, based on asceticism, which was 
further developed by the early Traditionists, and later be- 
came that fully-developed system of Islamic Mysticism 
which we know as Sufism. 

1 i Cor. ii. IO-X2. 


a i Pet. i. 22-25. 



CHAPTER VIII 

THE RISE OF SUFISM AND THE EARLY ASCETIC IDEAL 

As indicated in the last chapter, orthodox Islam included a 
considerable amount of teaching on asceticism, and in the 
earliest years of Islam, and even in the pre-Islamic period, 
there were individuals definitely practising the ascetic life. 
Such were the Hanlfs, a group of Arab ascetics who had a 
considerable influence upon Muhammad. Among them was 
Zayd b. ‘Amr b. Nufayl, who died before the Prophet’s 
mission, who is described as withdrawing from the worship 
of idols and abstaining from that which had died of itself 
or had been sacrificed to idols and from blood, who forbade 
the burying alive of infants, and proclaimed that he wor- 
shipped the God of Abraham, so that his asceticism seems 
to have been based on Jewish and Christian ideals. The rise 
of the Hanlfs was part of an ascetic movement in Arabia in 
the seventh century, which was undoubtedly inspired by the 
example of the Christian hermits who were to be found there. 
Among the companions of the Prophet were Abu Dharr 
and Hudayfa, both famed for their asceticism. Of theformer, 
it was said that a friend brought him a gift of one hundred 
dirhams, and he returned it, saying, “ We have a she-goat 
from which to obtain milk, and a riding-beast on whose 
back to ride swiftly, and we have no need of anything else.” 1 
Of Hudayfa b. Husayl al-Yaman ( ob . a.d. 65 7) we read that 
he admonished his contemporaries to spiritual revival by 
means of daily penitence, and he speaks of the heart of the 
true believer, “ which is pure as a clear-burning torch.” He 
uttered bitter predictions of imminent judgment on his 
generation, and his ascetical tendencies were shown by the 
tradition ascribed to him, saying that “ When God loves a 
servant. He proves him by suffering.” 2 al-Sarraj gives a long 
list of companions of the Prophet who were conspicuous 

1 al-Sarraj, Kitdb al-Luma', p. 135. 

8 For traditions ascribed to Hudayfa cf. A. b. Hanbal, v. 383, 406 ff. 

153 it 
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for their asceticism and quietism. 1 Among them was Hari- 
tha, who is related to have said : “ I have turned aside my 
soul from this world, and I have watched by night and I have 
longed by day, and so I seem to contemplate the very Throne 
of God.” 2 In the earliest period of Islam there were also the 
“ Ahl al-Suffa ” (People of the Bench), devoted to the re- 
ligious life, who sat on stone benches outside the mosques, 
hence their name, and received alms from the devout. They 
were said to exceed three hundred in number, and neither 
sowed seed nor kept flocks, nor engaged in merchandise. 
They ate their food in the mosque and slept there. The 
Prophet was on terms of intimacy with them and used to 
urge the people to honour them and become acquainted 
with their virtues. Among them was a certain Ibn Umm, 
whom the Prophet had been bidden by God to honour. 
These people lived a life of great asceticism and poverty, 
ill-clad and homeless, but devout in worship and given to 
much weeping for their sins. 3 

Celijbacy, the characteristic ideal of the Christian ascetics 
of Syria and Egypt, though it found no acceptance with the 
Prophet himself, was not unknown among his followers even 
in his lifetime. al-Tabari mentions the house of Sa‘d b. 
Khaythama, “ who was a celibate, without family,” and says 
further, “ there were celibates among the followers of the 
Apostle from among those who fled to him, and therefore 
this house of Sa‘d b. Khaythama was called the house of the 
celibates.” 4 Ibn Battuta also refers to such a house, not far 
from Medina, a ruined dwelling, known as the abode of the 
celibates, of which it was said that ‘Umar built it for the 
celibates of Islam. 6 

The first century of Islam was very favourable to the' 
spread of asceticism, on account of the general disgust with I 
the growth of materialism, in contrast to the simple ideals of 
life taught and practised by Muhammad and his companions, 
and of dissatisfaction with the dissensions, both religious and 
political, with which the world of Islam was rent at this 
time. During the second half of the seventh century this 

1 Op. cit., pp. 135-140. 2 al-Sarraj, op. cit., p. 13. 

3 Ibid., pp. 132, 133. Cf. also Ibn al-Jawzi, Talbislblis, pp. 176, 177. 

4 Amahs, i. 1243. 6 Tuhjatal-Nu^dr, i. 289, 290. 
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ascetic movement remained orthodox and its leaders were 
of the Pietist type. At the basis of this asceticism, as of that 
taught by Muhammad himself in the Qur’an, was the fear 
of Judgment, resulting in a deep consciousness of sin and of 
human weakness, and a consequent desire for complete sub- 
mission to the Will of God. As yet there were no organised 
religious orders, nor any definite type of monastic life in 
Islam, but the customs of going into retreat ( Vtikdf), and ob- 
serving vows of silence, both customs probably of Chris- 
tian origin, were practised by these early ascetics. In the 
time of the Caliph Abu Bakr, a woman of the tribe of Ahmas, 
named Zaynab, was reported to him as having maintained 
complete silence during her sojourn at Mecca, having taken 
a vow to keep silence for the jperiod of the pilgrimage. 1 
We hear of an ascetic named ‘Amir b. ‘Abd al-Qays, who 
was summoned before the Caliph in a.h. 33 on the charge of 
not eating meat, of expressing his disapproval of marriage, 
and of failing to attend the Friday service in the mosque. 2 
In a.h. 82 the morality of these saintly ascetics ( adab al- 
Sdlihtn) was spoken of with approval. 3 Generally speaking, 
these ascetics of saintly life were held in great respect ; we 
read of such persons being employed as messengers to sub- 
ject kings, or as arbiters in cases of dispute, or as mounting 
the pulpit to dissuade Muslims from disputing among them- 
selves. 4 Such men were usually distinguished by a costume 
of white wool, which they had adopted most probably in 
imitation of the Christian monks, who wore similar gar- 
ments, 6 and some of these pious men followed the Christian 
example also in keeping out of the world altogether. 

They were known by various names : ascetics (3 ubhad ),' 
devout men ( nussak ), those given to sacred reading (qurra’), 
popular preachers ( qussdy ), monks or hermits ( ruhban, iden- 
tical with the name given to the Christian monks), and peni- 
tents or weepers (bakkd'uti). Among the latter we know of 
one §ub‘am b. Malik, the devotee, who was God-fearing 
and a “ weeper.” 6 It was said of Sha‘wana, one of the ear- 

1 al-Bukharl, iii. 17, No. 26. 2 Tabari, i. 2924. 

* Ibid., ii. 1083. 4 Ibid., ii. 1228, 1386, 1392. 

* Evagrius had directed that monks should wear a sheepskin. 

* AbQ al-Mahasin, i. 396. 
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liest of the woman ascetics, that “ het character bore wit- 
ness that she feared God greatly, in that she wept continu- 
ally,” and she used to say, “ I would that I might weep 
blood, and even so I should not be content.” She said also, 
“ Let him who cannot weep have compassion on those who 
weep, for he who weeps, weeps only out of knowledge of 
his sins and for that in which he has gone astray.” She her- 
self never heard the mention of the Name of God without 
weeping. 1 So also the Sufi A hmad b. Abl al-Hawwari (ob. 
a.d. 860) relates, “ I went in to Abu Sulayman (al-Darani) 
one day, and he was weeping, and I said to him, ‘ What 
makes you weep ?’ and he said, * O Ahmad, why should I 
not weep, for when night comes and eyes are closed and 
every lover is alone with his beloved, and the people of love 
stand upon their feet, and tears flow over their cheeks, and 
sprinkle the places wherein they pray, then God Most Glori- 
ous looks down and cries aloud, “ O Gabriel, dear unto Me 
are they who delight in My Word and find their rest in the 
remembrance of My Name. Verily, I am beholding them 
in their loneliness, I hear their lamentation and I look upon 
their tears. Why, O Gabriel, dost thou not cry out con- 
cerning them, * What is this weeping ? Did ye ever see a 
lover who tormented his lovers ?’ Or how should it befit 
Me to chastise those who, when night covers them, show 
their affection for Me ? I swear by Myself that when they 
shall appear at the Resurrection, I will assuredly unveil to 
them My glorious Face, so that they may look upon Me and 
I may look upon them.’ ” 2 It was the same Abu Sulayman 
who said, “ When the heart weeps for what is lost, the spirit 
laughs for what it has found.” Weeping as a sign of repent- 
ance was much approved among the early Christian ascetics,^ 
wfTo may well have been the model for these early Muslim v 
ascetics. Ephraim the Syrian was much admired for his 
constant weeping, “ As with all men to breathe is a natural 
function unceasing in exercise, so with Ephraim was it 
natural to weep. There was no day, no night, no hour, no 
moment, however brief, in which his eyes were not wakeful 
and filled with tears, while he bewailed the faults and follies 

1 al-Munawl, “ Kawakib,” fol. 58 b. 

* al-Qushayri, Risd/a, p. 20, 
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now of his own life, now of mankind .” 1 In his writings, too, 
Ephraim laid stress on this meritorious custom of weeping 
as a sign of contrition. 

“ The whole multitude of my responsibilities 
Together would make supplication 
Until they obtain acquittal ; 

And would utter sounds of weeping, 

And pour out tears like water : 

And our heart would break with sighing 
Until there is forgiveness.” 2 

So in the Syrian Church we find that an early designation of 
the ascetic was the title of “ Weeper.” Isaac of Nineveh 
writes of the value of tears. “ When (the seeker) begins to 
leave the bodiliness of this world and moves in that terri- 
tory which lies beyond this visible nature, then at once he 
will reach the grace of tears . . . those tears will begin and 
they will conduct him to the complete love of God.” 3 
Again he says, “ What is the meditation of the solitary in 
his cell but weeping ? . . . Who knows the profits of weep- 
ing, save those who have given themselves to it ? . . . If any- 
one weeps constantly, the affections (i.e., the sensual de- 
sires) will not approach his heart.” 4 In a similar strain the 
Muslim ascetic ‘Abd al-Wahid b. Zayd (ob. 793) exhorted his 
fellow-ascetics, “ O brethren, will ye not weep in desire for 
God ? Shall he who weeps in longing for his Lord be denied 
the Vision of Him ?” 5 And later on, the “ gift of tears ” be- 
came a distinctive sign of the great Sufis. 

This ascetic movement of the first two centuries of Islam, 
with its encouragement to renunciation and otherworldli- 
ness, was gradually combined with tendencies towards 
mysticism — al-Jahiz and Ibn al-jawzl include the names 
of over forty well-known ascetics of this period whose 
practice of “ interiorisation ” showed that they knew what 
it was to live the mystic life. So there developed the earliest 

1 Life (Nicene and Post- Nicene Fathers'), p. 126. 

3 Exhortation to Repentance, P. ii, lines 139-145. Cf. also St. Basil, 
p. 56 above. 

3 Mystical Treatises, p. 164. 4 Ibid., pp. 169, 170. 

* Remit , p. 5. 
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form of Sufism as w f Vnrair if al-Qushayrl writes of this 
development that the elect among men, who were deeply 
concerned with matters of religion, were called * ascetics * 
and ‘ devotees.’ Then heresies appeared and there arose 
disputes between the different sects, each one claiming to 
possess ‘ ascetics,’ and the elect of the people of the Sunna, 
whose souls were set on God, and who kept their hearts 
from the misfortunes of heedlessness, became known by the 
[name of Sufis, and this name became generally applied to 
these great souls a little before the end of the second century 
of the Hijra . ’y The historian Ibn Khaldun gives a similar 
account of the rise of Sufism. He says, “ The Way of life 
adopted by the Sufis was in force from the beginnings of 
Islam and the most eminent of the Companions and their 
disciples considered it to be the way of Truth and Guidance. 
It was based upon devotion and separation to God and the 
renunciation of the pomps and vanities of this world, and 
the reckoning as nothing, pleasures and riches and fame, 
and (it included) retreat for purposes of devotion. Nothing 
was more common among the Companions and others of 
the Faithful in the earliest times, and when the love of the 
world was widespread in the second century (of the Islamic 
era), and later, and most men allowed themselves to be 
dragged into the whirlpool of the world, those consecrated 
to piety were called Sufis.” 2 S 

Their name of “ Sufi ” was taken from the garments of 
wool ( suf) which, as we have seen, they had most probably 
borrowed from the custom of their Christian neighbours, 
the monks. These early Sufis — unlike those of later times, 
who banded themselves into orders and lived a common life 
under a common roof, in a monastery (k hanagah or rtbat ) — 
lived in isolation, without any common ties or doctrine. 
They felt that they had found the way to salvation for them- 
selves and were satisfied with that and with the task of show- 
ing the way to others who might come to consult them.. 
They were still primarily ascetics, more concerned as yet 
with good works than with theosophical theories. Theirs 
was a life of mortification and self-discipline, devoted to 
poverty and prayer and meditation, the same type of life 
1 Jami, Nafafcdt al-Uns, p. ji. 2 Ibn Khaldun, iii. J9, 60. 
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which they had seen to be lived by the monks and nuns with 
Whom they came into contact. It was these early Sufis who 
| drew from the New Testament the parables and sayings of 
Jesus, which lent authority to the pursuit of the ascetic 
ideal, and which were incorporated into the Hadlth, in order 
that orthodox Islam might be held responsible for the adop- 
tion of the ascetic life, by those who were still the devoted 
adherents of Muhammad and his teachings. Among these 
sayings is one according to which Jesus said : “ Verily 
the friends of God fear nothing and grieve for nothing. For 
they look upon the inner reality of this world, while other 
men look upon its outward appearance. Also they look for- 
ward to the end of this world, while others look to the im- 
mediate present here. They destroy in it what they fear may 
destroy them and abandon what they know will abandon 
them. They are hostile to those things with which other 
men make peace, and bless the things which other men hate. 
They show the greatest admiration for the good deeds of 
others, while they themselves possess goods worthy of the 
greatest admiration. Among them knowledge is guidance, 
by which they themselves gain knowledge. They do not 
put faith except in that for which they hope, nor fear any- 
thing except that which should be avoided.” 1 Another say- 
ing from the same source states : “ The Messiah said : ‘ The 
world is the devil’s field and its people are his tillers.’ ” 2 We 
find a saying of Jesus quoted by the Sufi writer Abu Talib 
al-Makkl which runs, “ The sweetness of this world is the 
bitterness of the next. Ostentation in dress is pride of heart, 
that is to say, vanity and boasting. A full belly means abun- 
dance of lusts, that is to say, it is their nourishment and stimu- 
lus. Verily I say unto you, that as the invalid does not de- 
light in the goodness of food, so he who loves this world 
does not discover the sweetness of devotion.” 3 From the 
same source we have another saying; “ Jesus said : ‘ Truly 
the love of this world corrupts religion. But to Me, this 
world is the same as a stone or a clod.’ ” 4 Yet another Sufi 
tradition relates that Jesus said : “ Every word, which is not 
a mention of God, is vain. All silence, which is not medita- 

1 Logia et Agrapha, No. 115. 2 Ibid., No. 117. 

8 Qut al-Quliib, i. 256. 4 Ibid., i. 263. 
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tion, is negligence; all contemplation, which is not accom- 
panied by tears, is make-believe. Blessed is he whose speech 
is the mention of God, whose silence is meditation, and 
whose contemplation consists of tears.” 1 s 

al-Sarraj gives a tradition to the effect that the name of 
Sufi was attached to men of exceptional piety before Islam, 2 
but in fact this is most improbable. The Sufis seem to have 
been known as such first in Kufa. Abu Hashim, a native of 
that place, who died in a.d. 777-8, is usually mentioned as 
the one to whom this title was first given. 3 Another resident 
of Kufa, contemporary with Abu Hashim, to whom the 
name of “ al-Sufi ” was also applied, was Jabir b. Hayyan, 
a Shi‘ite alchemist. That Sufism should have had its rise 
and earliest development in Kufa and the neighbourhood 
is a fact of some significance in our consideration of the 
sources of Sufism, and the main influences by which its de- 
velopment was affected, for Kufa at this time was one of the 
chief centres of Shi'ite doctrine, and of Christian-Hellen- 
istic ideas. It is not to be wondered at, then, that the ideals 
of these very early Sufis should have been mainly ascetic. 
We are told by an early writer on Sufism that the Sufis “ are 
those who for the sake of God have turned aside from all 
that might distract them from Him and have preferred Him 
above all else. . . . For His sake they have deserted their 
native lands and forsaken their brethren and abandoned 
their kindred, and for Him have cut themselves off from all 
ties and fled from the face of mankind, seeking intimacy 
with Him and alienation from all else.” 4 The same writer 
tells us of the austerity and simplicity of the lives led by the 
Sufis. “ They are content with little in the way of worldly 

f oods and are satisfied with the very minimum of food to 
eep them alive, and limit themselves to the least that is 
necessary in the way of clothing and bedding. They choose 
poverty rather than riches, embracing want and avoiding 
plenty, preferring hunger to satisfaction and little to much. 
They renounce dignity and honour and rank, and show 

1 Login et Agrapha, No. 136. 

* Kitab al-Luma‘, p. 22. Cf. also Ibn al-Jawzi, T a Ibis Iblis, p. 171. 

* Cf. J 3 ml, Nafapdt al-Uns, p. 34. 

* al-Sarraj, Kitab ai-Luma‘, p. 3. 
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compassion upon mankind, and humility towards small and 
great. . . . They remain constant when God tries them and 
are content with His decrees, enduring with patience their 
continual struggles in opposition to the fleshly lusts, while 
they abstain from the pleasures of the carnal self, and fight 
against it, since God has described it as being headstrong to 
do evil, and has said that the chief of a man’s enemies is 
within himself .” 1 

The first line of development of Sufi asceticism was than 
of supererogation, going beyond what was required by the I 
religious law, and what was considered sufficient for others ;/ 
their renunciation was to be not only of the unlawful, the 
common kind, but further, of the lawful, a more special 
type, and finally, of all, whatever it might be, save God 
Himself . 2 These ascetic ideals showed themselves in the 
usual external forms. The white woollen robe worn by the 
earliest Sufis as a sign of simplicity was later replaced by 
the patched frock ( khirqa ) which became their characteristic 
attire, and with which the novice was invested by his Shaykh 
when admitted into the circle of his disciples. Fasting and 
abstinence were practised : the Sufis ate only from “ lawful ” 
food— that is, food earned by the labours of their own hands, 
or provided by a fellow-Sufi, who had earned it. All food 
the origin of which was unknown was unlawful, and there 
are stories told of how eminent Sufis were warned that the 
food they were about to eat was unlawful, and they refrained 
in time. Of Harith al-Muhasibi it was related that a vein in 
his finger throbbed if he attempted to eat anything dubious, 
and of Bishr al-Hafi (the Barefooted), that when he tried to 
stretch out his hand to take such unlawful food, his hand 
refused to move, and so he was saved from a sinful act . 3 

Fasting was carried to much greater lengths than was re- 
quired by the Islamic law. In addition to Ramadan and the 
other orthodox fasts, voluntary fasts of varying lengths and 
severity were undertaken, in order that the flesh might be 
mortified and the spirit gain illumination. Some Sufis fasted 
every other day, some one day in three or two days out of 
three . 4 Some abstained from eating special kinds of food. 

1 al-Sarraj, op. at ., pp. n, 12. 2 al-Qushayri, RJsa/a, pp. 74, 75. 

3 al-Sarraj, op. at., p. 45. * Ibid., p. 163. 
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There is a story which tells how Rabi'a al-*Adawiyya of 
Ba§ra, one of the best-known of the early Sufis, at a time 
when she was laid aside by illness was asked by Sufyan 
al-Thawrl, one of her friends, “ O Rabi‘a, what do you 
desire ?” and she replied, “ O Sufyan, how can you ask me 
such a question as * What do I desire ?’ I swear by the glory 
of God that for twelve years I have desired fresh dates, and 
you know that in Basra dates are plentiful, and I have not 
yet tasted them. I am a servant (of God), and what has a ser- 
vant to do with desire ?’ n The Persian Sufi Abu Yazid al- 
Bistami (ob. a.d. 875) declared, “ I have not found the true 
knowledge of God, except in a hungry stomach and a naked 
body.” 2 al-Ghazall, writing much later, but basing what he 
had to say of Sufism on the teaching and practice of the ear- 
liest of the Sufis, says that hunger produces the following 
beneficial results : (a) PurificaflorTof the soul and illumina-, 
tion of the mind ; ( b ) the capacity to enjoy spiritual plea-J 
sures ; (<r) humility ; {d) remembrance of the poor ; (e) free- - 
dom from all sinful desires ; (/) resistance to the temptation ’ 
to sleep, and a stimulus to vigils ; (g) the affording of oppor- 
tunity for the ritual of worship ; (h) physical health ; (i) the 
reduction of expenses ; and (j) the provision of means to feed 
the poor. 3 The Sufis held, however, that the true fast was 
abstention from desire, and that the fasting of the heart was 
more important than the fasting of the body. They main- 
tained that fasting was of three kinds — the common sort, 
abstention from food ; the special kind, of those devotees 
who abstained not only from food but from sinful emotion ; 
and the most special kind, that of the “ elect of the elect,” 
the perfect Sufis who abstained from every sinful thought. 4 

These early Sufi ascetics gave much time to prayer, and 
had a regular service of prayers and devotional exercises, 
accompanied by the reading of the Qur’an, which corre- 
sponded to the litanies and offices recited by the Christian 
monks. The purpose of these prayers was the frequent re- 
membrance of God, and a special form was that known as 

1 ‘Attar, Tadhkirat al-Awliyd, i. 70, 71. 

8 al-MunawI, “ Kawakib,” fol. 123 A 

8 Ihya, iii. 72 /. 

4 al-HujwIrl, Kashf al-Mahjiib, pp. 413 ff. 
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the dhikr (see p. 137 above), which often consisted simply 
of tHe repetition of the Divine Name and meditation 
upon it, and later became the accompaniment of the rhyth- 
mic dances of the Dervishes and was an inducement to the 
production of a state of ecstasy. Prayer, to these early Sufis, 
was a means of drawing near to God, and of excluding all 
the outward distractions which might be a cause of separa- 
tion between the servant and his Lord. One of the early 
Sufi shaykhs said of this : “ For him who prays four things 
are needful : the annihilation of the carnal soul, the passing 
away of the natural qualities, the purification of the inmost 
self, and perfect contemplation. By him who is intent on 
prayer, annihilation can only be obtained by concentration 
of thought, by which he secures control of the lower soul : 
the passing away of human nature is attained only by the 
affirmation of the Divine Majesty, for the Divine Majesty is 
eternal ; purity of the inmost self is obtained only by love ; 
and perfect contemplation only by purity of the inmost 
self.” 1 Isaac of Nineveh had also written of the need of in- 
ward peace in prayer, “ By much beseeching the heart be- 
comes humble. . . . Until the heart becomes humble it will 
not rest from distraction.” 2 We have an account by an early 
Sufi writer of the right way in which to approach God in 
prayer, which bears a close resemblance to the teaching of 
some modem mystics on Mental Prayer. He says, “ Before 
the time of prayer comes, the servant must be in a state of 
preparation, and his attitude must be that which is essential 
for prayer, namely, a state of meditation and recollection, 
free from wandering thoughts, and consideration or re- 
membrance of aught save God alone. Those who enter thus 
upon prayer, with heart intent only upon God, will proceed 
from prayer to prayer, in that same state of recollection, and 
will remain therein after they have ceased to pray.” 3 So the 
Christian Evagrius had said, “ Strive to set up your mind at 

1 Hujwlrl, op. cit., p. 390. 

9 Mystical Treatises, p. 71. 

3 al-Sarraj, op. cit., p. 154. Cf. Fr. Andrew: “Let your body be 
utterly still, your mind attentive but silent, your will obedient but 
patient, hushing every desire and just waiting in stillness upon God ” 
(Tie Adventure of Prayer, p. 2). 
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the time of prayer, deaf, without speech ; so you will be able 
to pray. . . . Pure prayer is the glorification of the heart, the 
contemplation of God and ecstasy in Him.” 1 And Isaac of 
Nineveh writes : “ During prayer, prayer itself is cut off and 
the mind is absorbed in ecstasy and the desire of what the 
mystic prayed for is forgotten. He is no longer in this world. 
Further, there is no discrimination of the body, nor of the 
soul, nor remembrance of anything.” 2 Abu Talib al-Makk! 
includes in his writings prayers of a very Christian form, 3 
and since the best of the Sufis professed themselves to be in- 
different to the attractions of either this world or the next, 
their prayers took the form of confession of their sins to 
God, or expressions of their joy in the sense of His Presence, 
rather than of petitions or formal intercessions. 

The ascetic practices of these early Sufis, as we have 
already noted, included renunciation of the world, the ac- 
ceptance of poverty, self-abnegation and self-discipline. 
al-Ghazali writes that “ the doctrine which has for its 
aim this state (guhd = renunciation) consists in knowing that 
what is renounced is of little value in comparison with what 
is received. It is like the knowledge of the merchant who 
knows that what he receives in exchange for his merchan- 
dise is worth more than what he sells, and so he desires the 
sale. Whoever has not this knowledge cannot detach him- 
self from the merchandise. So he who has understood that 
what belongs to God is abiding and that the other life is 
better and more lasting than this that its joys are better 
in themselves and more lasting), as jewels are better and 
more durable than snow, desires to exchange this life for 
that other. No one who is possessed of snow would find 
any hardship in exchanging it for jewels and pearls. For this 
world is like snow exposed to the sun, which continues to 
melt until it disappears altogether, while the next life is like 
a precious stone which never passes away.” 4 Here the 
motive is the advantage to the Sufi in exchanging the tran- 
sient for the eternal, and al-Sarraj writes in the same strain. 

1 Cj \ Wensinck, Book of the Dove , p. xxxiv. 

2 Mystical Treatises, p. 117. 

3 Qut al-Qulub, i. 8. 

4 Ifyyd, iv. 187. 
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“ Renunciation is the basis of all spiritual progress, and is 
the first step on the way for those who set their faces towards 
God, who seek to consecrate themselves to His service 
alone, to carry out His Will and to trust completely in Him. 
That one who does not base his practice of religion on re- 
nunciation cannot hope to make progress therein, for the 
love of this world leads to all sin, and the renunciation 
thereof leads to all good deeds and to obedience to the Will 
of God.” 1 This renunciation is to be spiritual as well as 
material. “ The real meaning of detachment from the world 
( tajrid ), says an old Sufi writer, “is to be separated out- 
wardly from all possessions and inwardly from what is un- 
real. It is to take nothing from what belongs to this world, 
nor to seek anything in exchange for what has been re- 
nounced of things transitory, not even eternity itself. That 
renunciation has been made for the sake of the One True 
God, for no cause or reason save Him alone.” 2 So Renun- 
ciation, carried to its farthest extent, meant not only the aban- 
donment of all the temporary pleasures of this world, but 
of eternal bliss also. “ The mark of the true Sufi,” says al- 
Qushayrl, “ is that he should be indifferent to this world and 
the next.” 3 

Poverty was practised in the literal sense of lack of worldly 
goods — the Sufis possessed little that they could call their 
own, and it was practised partly in order that the soul might 
not be distracted by worldly things from its quest for God, 
and partly as a means of self-discipline, because, as one 
writer wisely observes, the soul by nature hates poverty and 
loves wealth. But just as the true fast was not physical but 
spiritual, so the most spiritually-minded of the Sufis held 
that true Poverty consisted not in lack of worldly posses- 
sions, but in the exercise of patience and resignation to the 
will of God, and indifference tcTboth wealth and poverty. 
It was well that the Sufi should sacrifice all material goods, 
but he was not truly “ poor ” until he had stripped himself 
of “ self,” and this meant the infliction of mortifications and 
self-discipline and the abnegation pf the personal, individual 

1 Kitab al-Luma', p. 46. 

3 al-Kalabadhi, “ Kitab al-Ta‘arruf,” fol. 3 1 a. 

3 BJsaJa , , p. 166. 
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will, in the Will of God. There are many stories of the self- 
discipline administered, and afflictions accepted in order 
that the individual will might be subdued to the Divine Will. 
One of the Sufis, Ibn Khaflf, who belonged to Shiraz, and 
died in a.d. 982, says, “ I went out once from Baghdad to 
the river al-Nashiriya, and when I had walked a little way, 
I heard a snorting and a trampling in the water, and I saw 
al-Nuri (a fellow-Sufi), who had cast himself into the water 
and mud, and he was stamping and inflicting on himself 
every kind of misery, and he said to me, ‘ Are you regarding 
what God is doing to me? He has slain me with many 
deaths.’ Then he threw himself into the thicket, on to the 
roots of the cut reeds (for he wished to meet with a wild 
beast). He then said, ‘ When wild beasts were mentioned, 
I found that I was terrified, so I said to myself, “ I will throw 
thee to that of which thou art terrified.” ’ ’ n 

We read of even more drastic self-discipline inflicted on 
himself by Abu Bakr Zaqqaq, a Sufi who died at Cairo in 
a.d. 902, who related of himself, “ I sought hospitality from 
an Arab tribe, and I saw there a beautiful maiden, and I 
looked upon her, and I plucked out the eye with which I 
had beheld her and I said (to it), * It was thy like which 
looked upon God.’ ” 2 Here there seems to be an unmis- 
takable reference to the Gospel recommendation, given in 
this very connection, to pluck out an offending member lest 
the whole body be cast into Hell. 3 

The feeling that affliction in this life may gladly be en- 
dured for the sake of attaining to the life with God in the 
world to come, is illustrated by a story of Abu Shu‘ayb 
§alih al-Muqaffa‘ al-Misri, a Sufi ascetic who died about 
a.d. 902 and was therefore contemporary with the two men- 
tioned above. A certain man said, “ We had a guest-house 
and there came to us a poor man, wearing two patched 
robes, who was called Abu Sulayman ; he asked for hospital- 
ity, and I said to my son, * Go with him to the house.’ He 
stayed with us for nine days, and ate a meal once in three 
days, and I invited him to remain, but he said, ‘ Hospitality 


1 R until, p. 83. 


3 Matt. v. 28-30. 


2 Ibid., p. 330. 
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is for three days.’ 1 I said to him, ‘ Do not cut us off from 
news of you.’ He remained away from us for twelve years, 
then he turned up again, and I said, * Whence have you 
come ?’ and he replied, * I came across a certain Shaykh, 
called Abu Shu'ayb al-Muqaffa‘, who was afflicted, and I 
stayed with him and served him for a year, and it occurred 
to me to ask him what was the cause of his affliction. When 
I approached him, he began to speak before I asked him and 
said, “ Why should you ask about what does not concern 
you ? ” So I was patient until three years had passed, and 
he said to me in the third year, “You must certainly have 
your way,” and so I told him that I had observed his afflic- 
tion. Then he said, “ Whilst I was praying at night, behold 
a light shone upon me from the mihrab , 2 and I said, ‘Avaunt 
thee, accursed one, for my Lord, to Whom be glory and 
majesty, has no need to appear to a creature.’ Three times 
I said this, then I heard a voice calling me from the mihrab , 
and I said, ‘ Here am I, Lord,’ and He said, ‘ Dost thou 
desire that death come to thee forthwith, and we will requite 
thee for what has befallen thee, or that we should afflict thee 
with affliction, whereby we shall raise thee to the highest 
rank (among the saints) ?’ And I chose affliction, and I lost 
the use of my eyes and my hands and my feet.” So he spoke, 
and I remained serving him for twelve years. Then one day 
he said, “ Come near to me,” and I approached him and I 
heard his limbs saying to one another, “ Come forth,” 
and his limbs all appeared before him, and he gave praise 
and glorified God, and then he died.’ ” 3 

It was from this ascetic and quietistic ideal of the early 
Sufis that some of the earliest definitions of Sufism were de- 
rived. The first of which we know is that of Ma‘ruf al-Kark hl. 
who died in a.d. 815, highly reputed as a saint, who defined 
Sufism as “ the apprehension of Divine realities and the re- 

1 The rule of Arab hospitality is to give it for three days to any 
stranger, even an enemy, who asks for it, but after three days he ceases 
to be a guest and can no longer claim the protection afforded to him 
by that position. 

2 A niche in the mosque indicating the direction of Mecca, towards 
which the Muslim worshipper turns for prayer. 

3 R eeueil, pp. 43, 44. 
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nunciation of human possessions.’/ 1 Another is that of 
Bishr al-Hafi, the Bare-Footed, whose surname sufficiently 
indicated his manner of life, who said, “ The Sufi is that one 
whose heart is pure towards God,” that is, whose heart is 
concerned with none, but God. Dhu al-Nun al-Misri (ob. 
a.d. 859) describes the Sufis as “ those who have preferred 
God to all else, and so He has pteferred them to all else.” 
Sahl Tustari, an ascetic of Khuzistan, who died in exile at 
Ba§ra in a.d. 896, defined the Sufi as “ that one who has be- 
come pure from defilement and is full of meditation, and 
has drawn so near to God that he is cut off from all man- 
kind, and in his eyes dust and gold are all one.” Definitions 
given by al-Nuri (ob. a.d. 907), whose self-mortification has 
been mentioned above, include a definition of the Sufis as 
“ those whose souls have been freed from the defilement of 
the flesh and have been purified from the sins of the carnal 
self, and have been delivered from sensual desire, and are at 
rest with God in the first rank and the most exalted degree, 
and having fled from all save Him, they are neither masters 
(/.<?., they possess nothing) nor slaves (i.e., their desires do 
not possess them).’ 3 ' A parallel to the latter statement is 
found in Isaac of Nineveh’s teaching on Asceticism, “ He 
who is master of possessions is the slave of passions.” 2 
From al-Nuri, too, comes the definition of Sufism as the re- 
nunciation of all gain for the self, for the sake of winning 
God, and again, “ Sufism is enmity to the world and love to j 
the Lord.” From al-Junayd of Baghdad, one of the greatest 
and most revered of the early Sufi teachers, who died in 
a.d. 910, come two definitions still based on the ascetic ideal. 
“ Sufism,” he says, “ means that God makes thee to die to 
thyself, and makes thee alive in Him.” In a much more 
complete definition he says, Sufism is to purify the heart 
from the recurrence of creaturely temptations, to say fare- 
well to all the natural inclinations, to subdue the qualities 
which belong to humanity, to keep far from the claims of the 
senses, to adhere to spiritual qualities, to ascend by means 
of Divine knowledge, to be occupied with that which is 
eternally the best, to give wise counsel to all people, faith- 


1 QushayrI, op. tit., p. 165. 


a Mystical Treatises, p. 29. 
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fully to observe the truth, and to follow the Prophet in 
respect of the religious Law .” 1 # 

At this early stage, then, we find Sufism still following 
along the lines of orthodox Islam, seeking for spiritual re- 
vival and for ultimate salvation by means of a loyal devotion 
to the religious practices prescribed by Islam, with the addi- 
tion of works of supererogation, and an asceticism char- 
acterised especially by detachment from the world. As yet, 
though its followers sought for an ever-increasing know- 
ledge of God, and an ever-closer communion with Him, 
they had not evolved the theosophic and mystical doctrines 
which, a little later, become a fully-developed system of 
mysticism, with strongly pantheistic tendencies. This primi- 
tive Sufism was based on the assumption that devout prac- 
tice would procure spiritual graces for the soul ; it was 
therefore a Way of life, a journey to God, and all the asceti- 
cism of the Sufis was but a means to their end, the attain- 
ment of communion, nay, even of union, with Him. At 
first they were concerned with the Way and only that stage 
of it which corresponded to the Purgative life of the later 
Western mystics, that is to say, with the purification of the 
senses, attained by bodily discipline, but as time went on 
they concerned themselves also with the stage corresponding 
to the Illuminative life, the purification of the mind and the 
will, attained by mental discipline, which enabled them to 
receive the Divine guidance, and to merge the individual 
will in the Will of God ; and finally they began to concern 
themselves, and made it their chief and all-absorbing con- 
cern, with the Unitive life, the Goal of the journey, for which 
spiritual discipline, in fact complete self-abnegation, was 
required, so that the individual personality might pass away 
in the soul’s consciousness of the Divine . 2 

The real aim of all these ascetical exercises and practices 
was a direct spiritual experience, the mystic consciousness of 

1 For further definitions of Sufism, both early and late, cf. R. A. 
Nicholson, J.K.A.S., 1906, pp. 303 ff. 

2 So Isaac of Nineveh writes : “ Bodily discipline in solitude purifies 
the body from the material elements in it. Mental discipline makes the 
soul humble. Spiritual discipline produces the nakedness of mind 
which is called immaterial contemplation ” ( Mystical Treatises, p. 202). 
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union with God. al-Ghazali, in his “ Munqidh ,” describing 
the Sufi teaching, says, “ The aim of theit doctrine is to cut 
off the passions of the soul, and to purge it of its evil ten- 
dencies and bad qualities until one arrives thereby at dis- 
engaging the heart of all save God, and occupying it only 
with the remembrance of Him. I studied . . . until I had 
arrived at the real aim of their doctrine and had understood 
what was to be attained by studying and listening.* Then it 
appeared to me that what belongs exclusively to them is 
that which cannot be attained by study but only by actual 
experience, by ecstasy and by the transformation of char- 
acter. So then it was plain to me that the Sufis were men 
who had known the mystic experience, not merely men of 
words — I was convinced that there could be no hope of 
gaining the happiness of the next world except by complete 
devotion and the subjugation of the sensual desires arising 
in the carnal soul, and that the chief thing of all is to cut the 
heart off from attachment to this world and to turn aside 
from this transient abode, and to turn in penitence towards 
that which abides for ever, and to devote oneself entirely to 
God.” 1 

The Sufis believed that the Goal could only be attained 
- by those who faithfully and untiringly followed the “ Path.” 
The mystic Path (. tariqa ), they held, was made up of a number 
of stages, and as the soul passed through these it acquired 
certain qualities, which enabled it to rise higher and higher, 
and to attain to yet more exalted stations, until at last, 
through its own unwearied efforts, and with the help of the 
Divine grace, it would triumph over all hindrances and find 
its true home in God. The first step on the Way was Re- 
pentance {tarvba), which corresponded to “ conversion ” in 
Christian theology. It meant the abandonment of all that 
had hitherto attracted the soul, all worldly pleasures, all 
sensual joys, all human ties, and turning to God, the travel- 
ler setting his face steadfastly in the direction in which he 
meant to travel, and recognising the Goal towards which 
his steps were bent. The Sufi al-Mu‘adh when questioned 
about repentance, said, “ Are you asking me about the re- 
pentance of return (to God) or the repentance of shame ?” 

1 Pp* 77 ff' 
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and when asked to explain the distinction, he said, “ The 
repentance of return is that due to your fear of God, because 
of His power over you, but the repentance of shame is due 
to your shame before God because of His nearness to you.” 1 
Dhti al-Nun al-Misri declared that repentance was of three 
kinds : the common kind, repentance from sin ; that of the 
elect, repentance from neglect ; and that of the gnostics, the 
elect of the elect, repentance, that is, turning away, from all 
save God. 2 al-Junayd also took the view that Repentance 
meant not the remembrance of sins, but the forgetting of 
them. “ The truly sincere,” he says, “ do not remember 
their sins, because their hearts are occupied with the Majesty 
of God and the continual remembrance of Him.” 3 This is 
the Repentance which is the first stage of the Sufi Path. 
P atien ce (sahr) and Gratitude ( shukr ) were early stages on 
the Way, of which little needs to he said here, except that 
they represented acceptance of affliction, which, as we have 
seen, was regarded by the Sufis, like the Christian ascetics, 
as a cause for satisfaction rather than complaint. Gratitude 
is the active form of the virtue of which Patience represents 
the passive form. All that comes from the hand of God, 
whether in the form of benefits or misfortunes, was to be 
accepted, not only without complaint, but with gratitude, 
yet not for its own sake, but because it was the gift of God. 
“ Gratitude,” says Qushayri, “ is the vision of the Giver, 
not of the gift.” 4 Another Sufi writer tells us, “ The real 
meaning of gratitude is the vision of our failure to be grate- 
ful for the bounty of the All-Glorious.” 5 Hope and Fear 
were two further stations on the Way, both concerned with 
the future, since Hope looks forward to what is desired, 
while Fear dreads what is hated. An old Sufi, al-Rudhabari 
(ob. a.d. 933), compared Hope and Fear to the two wings of 
a bird flying straight on its course ; if one wing fails, its 
flight falters, and if both fail, it must die. 8 Abu ‘Amru al- 
Dimashql said of Fear, “ He fears (rightly) who fears his self 

1 al-Kalabadhl, op. cit fol. 25 a. 

2 al-Sarraj, op. cit. y p. 44. 

3 Ibid. y p, 43. 4 R isaldy p. 106. 

5 al-Kalabadhl, “ Ma‘ani al-Akhbar,” fol. 50 b. 

6 Risdla, p. 82. 
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mote than his enemy .” 1 Among the sayings of a vety eatly 
Sufi, al-Fudayl b. ‘Iyad, was the statement that “ He who 
knows God by way of love without Fear perishes through 
pleasure and ease. He who knows Him by Fear only is cut 
off from Him by slavish avoidance, but he who knows Him 
by both means together, loves Him and is near to Him and 
knows Him .” 2 But the true Fear of God, to the Sufi, is the 
fear of grieving Him and of doing that which may be a cause 
of separation from Him. 

Other stations on the Path are those of Poverty ( fajr). 
Renunciation (%uhd) and Dependence, or Trust in God 
(tawakkul), in vrnich the Sufis were following in the steps 
of the Christian ascetics and mystics who had preceded 
them. Isaac of Nineveh had written, “ The man whose soul 
is night and day given to the works of God, and who there- 
fore neglects to prepare dress and food, and to fix and pre- 
pare a place for his shelter and the like, that such a man 
trusts in God that He will prepare in due season all he needs, 
and that He will care for him . . . this is really true trust and 
a trust of wisdom ,” 3 and this is almost identical with what 
Abu Ya'qub al-SusI says of the people of taivakkul , who are 
the elect of God, chosen by Him, who put their trust in 
Him, and are contented with Him, and so they find rest from 
the troubles of this world and the next . 4 Sahl al-Tustarl 
had said, “ Real dependence is to lie passive in the hands of 
God,” a view in accordance with the quietistic tendencies 
of these early Sufis, whom al-Shibll describes as “ litde chil- 
dren in the bosom of God,” as acquiescent and as contented 
as b^,bes at the breast. 

Another station still higher on the ascent was that of, 
Satisfaction ( rida ), which meant that man, on his side, was 
completely acquiescent in all that God ordained for him, and " 
God, on His part, was completely satisfied with His servant’s 
attitude towards Him. “ Human satisfaction,” says al- 
Hujwlrl, “ is equanimity under the decrees of Fate, whether 
it withholds or whether it gives, and steadfastness of the 

1 al-Kalabadhl, “ Kitab al-Ta‘arruf,” fol. 2 6 b. 

4 al-MunawI, op. cit., fol. -jia . 

• Op. cit., p. 67. 

* Qut al-Qulub, ii. 3. 
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soul in regarding passing events, whether they are a mani- 
festation of the Divine Majesty or of the Divine Beauty/ It 
is all the same (to the true servant) whether he remains in 
want or receives bounteously, he remains equally satisfied 
thereby, and whether he be consumed in the fire of wrath 
of the Divine Majesty, or whether he be illuminated by the 
light of mercy of the Divine Beauty, it is all one to him be- 
cause both are the manifestations of God, and whatever 
comes from Him is altogether good.” 1 So Ibn ‘Ata, a Sufi 
who died in a.d. 922, says of this station, “ Satisfaction is the 
contemplation by the heart of the eternal Will of God for 
His servant, for His Will for him is best.” 2 This, of course, 
is a doctrine of pure Quietism. 

The Remembrance of Death (dhjfer al-mawt ) was one of 
the later stages on the Way. Harith b. Asad al-Muhasibi was 
asked about this station, whether it was that of the adept 
gnostic or of the beginner on the Way, and he said, “ The 
Remembrance of Death is in the first place a station of the 
beginner, and in the end a station of the adept.” He was 
asked to explain, and said, “ It is so, for it belongs to the 
novice, in that this remembrance is the first thing which 
takes possession of his heart, and therefore he abandons sin 
from fear of (eternal) punishment, and as the remembrance 
of death rises up in his heart, the lusts within him are de- 
stroyed. As for the adept, his remembrance of Death is the 
love of it, and the choice of it rather than life in this world 
of affliction, from which his heart turns away in longing for 
God and the meeting with Him, in hope which expects to 
look upon His face and abide in nearness to Him, when his 
heart is overcome by the beauty of his conception of his 
Lord, as it has been said, ‘ The yearning of the righteous 
for God lasts long, but God yearns still more to meet with 
them/ ” 3 al-Qushayrl relates how when al-Junayd was told 
that Abu Sa‘Id al-Kharraz (ob. a.d. 899) was in a state of the 
greatest rapture at his death, he said, “ No wonder, for his 
soul has taken its flight full of longing to see its Lord.” 4 So 

1 Op. cit., p. 220. 

3 al-Kalabadhi, “ Kitab al-Ta'arruf ” fol. 27 *. 

3 Abu Nu'aym, “Hilyat al-Awliya,” fol. 236a. 

4 RJsdia , p. 161. 
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also the Christian ascetic Pachomius used to admonish his 
monks, saying, “ Let us work with all our souls, keeping 
death always before our eyes.” We find also great emphasis 
laid on the remembrance of death in the Syriac-speaking 
Church. Ephraim the Syrian in his “ Evening Prayer ” 
writes : 

“ O Lord, may I remember the day of my death, 

And feel remorse ; and let trembling seize me. 

For the evils which have been done by me ; 

For I know that I am about to be judged 
By a great Judge, in Thy presence. 

0 Lord, I have thought upon my end. 

And trembling and remorse have seized me 
Lest I should be condemned for my wickedness ; 

If the angels are moved with fear 

And the ranks of the spirits tremble, 

1 should earnestly pray to Thee. 

Save me and have mercy upon me.” 1 

The final stages of the Sufi Way were Love and Gnosis, 
leading to the Vision of God, and the ultimate Goal oFthe 
quest. Union with the Divin e, towards which the mystic had 
been ever ascending on the upward Path. But these stages, 
representing the Unitive Life, belong rather to a more de- 
veloped stage of Sufism, when the Sufis had evolved a theo- 
sophic doctrine of their own, and were concerning them- 
selves with the nature of the Goal rather than with the early 
stages of the Way, and when they had passed beyond these 
early ideals, which were represented by asceticism and 
quietism. 2 

We will now consider in more detail the lives and teaching 
of certain representatives of early Sufism, who were con- 
spicuous for their adherence to these ideals. One of the 
earliest of these ascetics, claimed by the Sufis as one of them- 
selves, yet much more of an ascetic than a mystic, was Hasan 
al-Basri, who was bom in a.d. 643, and died in a.d. 728, and 

1 Repentance of Nineveh (tr. H. Burgess). 

a For a more detailed account of the Sufi Way, see my Rabi‘a the 
Mystic and her Fellow-saints in Islam, chaps, vi. to x. 
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was well known, not only for the austerity of his life, but 
for his sermons preached at Basra, by which his ascetical 
teachings were made known to the people of his generation. 
Abu Hayyan Tawhldl said of him, “ Hasan was not only 
among the shining stars in learning, asceticism, abstinence 
and virtue, and devotion to God, but also pre-eminent in 
jurisprudence and rhetoric, in knowledge of Divine things 
and in fraternal admonition ; his sermons touched all hearts 
and his methods disturbed the minds of his listeners .” 1 His 
life was characterised not merely by scrupulous piety and 
abstention from all actions which might not be approved by 
the religious law, but by an extreme asceticism and the re- 
nunciation of this world and all its concerns. ‘Attar tells 
us that he lived in such seclusion that he had no expectations 
from any creature, and that he was never seen to laugh . 2 He 
won great respect from his contemporaries and was regarded ^ 
as the “ Helper ” ( ghawth ) of his epoch, and some of the 
Guild fraternities of later days made him their religious 
leader ( pir ) and reckoned him as one of their founders. His 
immediate disciples included the orthodox Muslims, the 
Mu'tazilites, and the Sufi mystics. 

The main theme of his teaching and preaching was a call 
to repentance because of the wrath that was to come, and 
he urged his hearers to despise this transitory life and all 
that belonged to this world which perishes. This insistence 
on asceticism was based on the motive of fear, which was 
very real to Hasan himself. We are told that when Hasan 
heard of the man who would be saved in the end, after a 
thousand years in Hell, he fell to weeping and said, “ Would 
that I might be like that man !” 3 When asked about his own 
state, he said it was that of a man who had embarked upon 
the sea, whose vessel had been broken up, and he remained 
upon a plank, so parlous was his state . 4 When asked what 
mode of conduct was most beneficial in this world and able 
to bring one nearest to God in the next, he replied, “ The 
study of the religious law, for it turns the hearts of those 

1 Yaqut, Mujam al-Udaba, vi. 69-70. 

3 Tadhkirat al-Arvliya, i. 27. 

3 Qut al-Qulub, i. 101. 

* * Attar, Tadhkirat al-Awliya, i. 40. 
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who study it towards God ; asceticism in this world, for it 
brings man near to the Lord of the two worlds ; and the 
knowledge which is possessed by perfect faith, of what God 
has in store for him .” 1 On the subject of self-discipline 
Hasan says, “ Restrain these carnal souls of yours, for they 
seek ever to assert themselves, and mortify them, for if you 
give way to them, they will bring you into great evil — and 
exhort them with the remembrance of God, for they are 
swift to become defiled .” 2 The root of religion, he said, was 
abstinence {ware?'), and when asked what it was that cor- ' 
tupted abstinence, he answered “ Desire ” (tarn?)? To his 
fellow-ascetic, Sa‘Id Jubayr, Hasan said, “ Three things you 
ought not to do. Set not your feet upon the carpet of kings 
(/.£., have no dealings with them) ; sit not alone with any 
virgin, even though it were Rabi‘a (the famous woman Sufi 
already mentioned) : and lend not your ear to others .” 4 
His exhortations to his hearers to despise the things that 
were temporal for the things that were eternal were many 
and constantly repeated. “ Sell this present world of yours,” 
he advised, “ for the next world, and you shall gain both in 
entirety, and do not sell the next world for this world, for 
so shall you lose the two together .” 6 To the same effect was 
his statement, “ That is a wise man who regards this world 
as nothing, and so regarding it seeks the other world, in- 
stead of setting at nought the other world and seeking this. 
Whosoever knows God regards Him as a friend, and whoso 
knows this world regards Him as an enemy .” 6 Again he 
wrote to a friend, ‘Ami b. ‘Abd al-‘Az!z, “ Act towards this 
world as if it were not, and towards the world to come as if 
it would never cease to be .” 7 He exhorts all the sons of 
Adam, when they see others doing good, to vie with them 
in so doing, and if they see others doing evil, not to emulate 
these, for the sojourn in this world is brief and the abiding 
over yonder is long. He bids men beware, for this world 
will depart with all its pleasures, but the deeds done here 
will cling about the necks of the children of Adam . 8 

1 al-Sarraj, Kitab al-Luma ', p. 142. s al-Jahiz, al-Bayan , i. 162. 

8 ‘At{ar, op. eit., i. 27. 4 Ibid., p. 31. 

* al-Jahiz, op. at., iii. 68. 8 ‘Attar, op. eit., i. 40. 

7 al-Jahiz, op. eit., iii. 71. 8 Ibid., iii. 68. 
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He points men to the Way which leads towards salvation 
from sin, and the attainment of bliss hereafter. “ He who 
is content, who needs nothing, and who has sought solitude 
apart from mankind will find peace, and he who has trodden 
the lusts of the flesh under his feet will become free, and he 
who has shaken himself free of envy will win friendship, 
and he who has patience for a little while will find provision 
for Eternity.” 1 Blessed are those to whom even in this life 
God grants a vision of the future in order that they may 
guide their steps aright. “ There are servants of God,” he 
says, “ who already see the people of Paradise dwelling there 
eternally, and the people of Hell tormented in the fire ; their 
hearts are tranquil, and their joys are secure ; their needs are 
light, and their souls are chaste. They endure their days in 
patience, knowing that the time is short and their rest will 
be long. They spend the night attentive, standing upright, 
while the tears flow down their cheeks, and they beseech 
their Lord, saying, ‘ O Lord, our Lord.’ In the daytime 
they appear as wise, learned, devout, experienced. He who 
regards them, considers them as weaklings, but these are 
not weaklings, or if they are affected with any affliction, it 
is that of people who are deeply afflicted by the thought of 
the future life.” 2 This might well be the description of a 
community of Christian monks. Hasan emphasises the need 
• for meditation (fihrci) in the life of the believer. “ Medita- 
tion,” he says, “ is a mirror which reveals to you your virtues * 
and your vices.” 3 

In all these sayings Hasan lays his chief emphasis upon 
asceticism and the Purgative life, but occasionally he gives 
teaching of a more definitely mystical type, as when he says 
of the relation between God and man, “ When My servant 
becomes altogether occupied with Me, then I make his hap- 
piness and his delight consist in the remembrance of Me, 
and when I have made his happiness and his delight consist 
in that remembrance, he desires Me and I desire him, and 
when he desires Me and I desire him, I raise the veils be- 
tween Me and him, and I become manifest before his eyes. 

1 ‘Attar, op. at., i. 37. 

* Abu Nu‘aym, “ Hilya ” (R ecueil, p. 3). 

* ‘Attar, op. at., i. 37. 
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Such men do not forget Me when others forget. Their word 
is the word of the Prophets ; they are the true heroes, those 
whom I will remember, when I desire to bring punishment 
and affliction upon the people of the earth, and I will avert 
it from them.” 1 Here is a forecast of the later Sufi teaching 
upon the Divine Vision, and Hasan speaks elsewhere of that 
Vision as revealed to the blessed in the Hereafter, where he 
says, “ When the inhabitants of Paradise first open their eyes 
there, they remain in ecstasy for seven hundred thousand 
years, because the Lord Most High reveals Himself to them 
in all His Glory. When they look upon His glory they are 
overcome by His Majesty, and when they behold His 
Beauty they are overwhelmed by His Unity.” 2 To Hasan, 
while he was deeply conscious of the transcendence and the 
majesty of God and His wrath against sinners, there was a 
way of access to Him. Man by purification, by complete 
renunciation of this world, by utter submission of his human 
will to the Divine Will, might receive grace to realise that 
mystical state of “ satisfaction ” in which man could find 
the fulfilment of all his needs, and his chief joy, in God, 
and God could find satisfaction in the complete acquiescence 
of His servant in His will, and man’s search for God would 
result in God coming forth to seek and to find Him. 

Another of these early Sufis, of a very different type from 
Hasan of Basra, though no less of an ascetic, was Ibrahim b. 
Adham b. M ansur Abu Ishaq, of Balkh, who died in a.d. 
777. He was o? royal birth, his father being one of the kings 
of Khurasan, and it is related that Adham the father made 
the pilgrimage to Mecca with his wife, and while there she 
gave birth to Ibrahim. His father carried the infant round 
the Ka‘ba and begged of the multitudes assembled there 
that they would implore God’s blessing on the child, and 
the effect of these prayers, offered up by the devout in such 
a sacred spot, was manifested many years later. 3 Ibrahim 
himself gives an account of his conversion. While out hunt- 
ing, having started a fox, he was pursuing it when he heard 
a heavenly voice, rousing him from his he edless ness, and 

1 Abu Nu‘aym, op. cit. ( Kecueil \ p. 3). 

2 ‘Attar, op. cit., 1. 37. 

3 Ibn Khallikan, ii. 1 3 (note). 
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recalling him from the pleasures of this world, saying, “ O 
Ibrahim, did I create thee for this ?” He was much afraid 
and fell down from his horse . 1 This occurred three times, 
and then a voice spoke to him from just in front of his saddle, 
“ Verily thou wast not created for this, and not in this wilt 
thou die.” Ibrahim then dismounted and coming across one 
of his father’s shepherds, he took the man’s woollen garment 
and put it on, and paid the man for it with his mare, and with 
nothing left in his possession set his face towards Mecca . 2 
Another legend of his conversion relates that one of his 
disciples asked him what had induced him, being a king’s 
son, to abandon this transient world, and to seek that which 
abides for ever. He told the questioner how he had been 
seated in the 'palace diwan, with his courtiers around him, 
when on looking out of the window he saw a beggar out- 
side, eating dry bread, which he soaked in water and 
seasoned with coarse salt. Having satisfied his hunger thus, 
he prayed and went to sleep. Ibrahim watched the beggar 
and then sent to fetch him when he awoke. The servant 
told the beggar that the lord of the palace wished to speak 
to him. “ In the Name of God,” he replied, “ there is no 
lordship and no strength save those of God, but I will come.” 
Ibrahim asked him whether his hunger was satisfied by the 
piece of bread. “ It was,” replied the old man. Had he slept 
afterwards without any anxiety or sorrow ? Yes, he had 
rested thoroughly. Ibrahim pondered over this and over 
his own dissatisfaction with life, and wondered what he 
could do to secure contentment like the beggar. That same 
night he discarded his royal garb and put on haircloth, and 
left his palace and betook himself to a life of poverty and 
wandering, like the beggar . 3 

1 Cf. the legend of St. Hubert. On Good Friday he went forth to 
the chase, and as he was pursuing a stag, it turned, and he saw a crucifix 
surrounded with light between its antlers, and heard a voice saying, 
“ Hubert, unless thou turnest to the Lord and leadest a holy life, thou 
shalt quickly go down into Hell.” He dismounted and gave himself up 
from that time to the service of God. 

4 al-Sulaml, “ Tabaqat al-Sufiyya,” fols. 3 b, 4 a. 

3 Cf. Goldiiher, J.R.A.S., 1904, pp. 132 ff. It is to be noted that 
certain features of the story of Ibrahim b. Adham bear a strong resem- 
blance to that of Prince Gautama, the Buddha. 
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After his conversion, while he was still in the desert, on 
the way to Mecca, a man who had apparently neither cruse 
of water nor provisions joined him, and when evening came 
he prayed the sunset prayer. Provisions were miraculously 
forthcoming and Ibrahim ate and drank and continued for 
some days in the company of this stranger, who, he tells us, 
taught him the “ Most Exalted Name ” of God. Then the 
man vanished and Ibrahim was left alone in the desert, and 
being overtaken with fear, he called upon God by that 
Name. Immediately someone appeared at his side, who said 
to him, “ Ask and it shall be given thee.” This speech made 
Ibrahim even more afraid, but the stranger bade him take 
courage and said, “ I am thy brother Khidr, 1 and it was my 
brother Dawud (David) who taught thee the Most Exalted 
Name of God.” The prophet admonished him to call upon 
God to strengthen his weakness and comfort his loneliness 
and refresh his sense of strangeness, at all times. Then al- 
Khidr departed and left Ibrahim to go on his way. 2 3 At 
Mecca he consorted with Sufyan al-Thawrl and al-Fudayl b. 
Tyad, two noted Sufis. 

After his visit to Mecca he went to Syria, and there lived 
the life of a Sufi, eating only what food he had earned by 
the labours of his hands, gardening, reaping, grinding wheat, 
and so on. He lived a life of the greatest asceticism, and al- 
Hujwlri tells us that though Ibrahim fasted from the be- 
ginning of Ramadan to the end, yet even when it fell in the 
month of July, with the days at their hottest and longest, he 
worked every day harvesting, and gave his wages to the 
dervishes. He also spent the whole night, until daybreak, 
in prayer ; he was closely watched, but those who were 
watching saw that he neither ate nor slept. 8 JamI, com- 
menting on Ibrahim’s life of self-sacrificing labour, says, 
“ The Sufi does not fail to serve, but Sufism is not service. 
The Sufis do not neglect service, indeed they go beyond 

1 Otherwise al-Khadir (the Green), a prophet and a saint, who pre- 
sides over the well of immortality, who is regarded as God’s khalifa on 
the sea and His wakil on land. He is the spiritual director par excellence, 
and several of the great §ufl saints traced their initiation to him. 

1 al-Sulaml, op. tit., fol. 4 b, 

3 Kasbf al-Mafcjiib, p. 418. 
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others in that respect, but they do not reckon it as of any 
account, in that they seek no object or reward or recom- 
pense and their stock in trade is something different, it con- 
sists in what is inward, not what is outward. They neglect 
the outward as deceptive, and in the inward, live in another 
world.” A fellow-Sufl, Abu al-Qasim NasrabadhI, said that 
in love and knowledge and fellowship Ibrlhlm b. Adham 
exceeded anything accomplished by man or jinn . 1 al-Huj- 
wirl says of him, “ He was unique in his Path and pre- 
eminent among his contemporaries,” while al-Junayd of 
Baghdad declared that Ibrahim was the “ key ” of the 
Sufi doctrine. 

It is related that Ibrahim b. Adham, after he had become 
a Sufi and a wanderer, once came upon a young man whom 
he recognised as his son, and for a time his natural feelings 
almost overcame him, but he kept them under control and, 
according to the legend, repeated these lines : 

“ O God ! for love of Thee I forsook mankind, 

I made my children orphans, that I might look on Thee ; 

And if Thou madest it a condition of Thy love to hew 
me in pieces, 

Yet would I turn to none for help beside Thee.” 

So saying, he took leave of his son, and as he went on his 
way expressed only the wish that God would cleanse his 
son from all sin and help him to fulfil His commandments . 2 

Ibrahim is said to have told this story, which reminds us 
of similar stories told of the Christian hermits in the Egyp- 
tian desert. “ When I was in the desert, an old man came up 
and said to me, * O Ibrahim, do you know what place this 
is, in which you are journeying without any provision for 
the way ?’ I knew that he was Satan. Now I had with me 
four silver daniqs, the price of a basket which I had sold in 
Kufa, and at once I took them out of my pocket and threw 
them away, making a vow that I would perform a prayer of 
four hundred raka‘s (prostrations) for every mile that I 
travelled. I remained four years in the desert and God con- 
tinued to give me my daily bread when I needed it, without 

1 Nafafidt al-Uns, p. 46. a Cf. Goldziher, J.K.A.S., p. 134. 
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any effort on my part, and during that time Khidr consorted 
with me. . . . Then my heart became altogether empty of 
all save God.” 1 '•/ 

Twice in his life he said that he had attained his desire. 
Once on board ship where no one knew him. He was meanly 
dressed, his hair unkempt, and his appearance such that all 
present made a jest of him, especially a buffoon who used to 
come and pull his hair or tear it out and to mock at him. At 
that time, said Ibrahim, he felt completely satisfied. On 
another occasion he arrived at a village in pouring rain, with 
his patched robe soaked through and his body chilled by 
the bitter cold. He went to a mosque, but was refused ad- 
mittance, and at three others he failed to find shelter. Then 
in despair he entered a bath-house, and sat close to the stove, 
the smoke from which blackened both his face and his 
clothes. Then, too, he felt entirely satisfied. 2 

Ibrahim appears to have spent the rest of his life in Syria ; 
one account of his death says that it took place while he was 
taking part in a naval expedition against the Greeks ; his 
grave was reputed to be at Suqln, a fortress in Rum. 8 

Most of Ibrahim’s sayings and teaching have an ascetical 
tendency, as might be expected from one who had found 
salvation by fleeing from the world and becoming an out- 
cast. He said of Poverty that it was a treasure which God 
kept in heaven and bestowed only on those whom He loved. 
To a man whom he saw circumambulating the Ka‘ba, Ibra- 
him said, “ Know that you will not attain the degree of the 
righteous until you have passed certain stages : first, you must 
lock the door of pleasure, and open the door of hardship ; 
second, you must lock the door of power and open the door 
of weakness ; third, you must lock the door of wealth and 
open that of poverty ; and finally, you must lock the door of 
hope and open the door of the preparation for death.” 4 He 
constantly taught his disciples to despise and flee from this 
world ; “ A man is free when he gives up this world,” he 
said, “ even before he has left it ” ; and again, “ Shun the 
world as you shun a beast of prey.” He asked a certain man 
if he desired to become one of God’s saints, and when he 

1 al-Hujwm, Kashf al-Mahjiib, p. 130. 3 Ibid., pp. 76, 77. 

8 Yiqut, iii. 196. 4 al-Sulaml, op. cit., fol. 6 b. 
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answered, “ Yes,” Ibrahim said to him, “ Covet nothing in 
this world or the next, and devote thyself entirely to God 
and turn thy face to Him, having no desire for this world or 
the life to come. To covet this world is to turn away from 
God, for the sake of that which is transitory, and to covet 
the next world is to turn away from God for the sake of that 
which is everlasting ; that which is transitory passes away 
and its renunciation also perishes, but the renunciation of 
that which is everlasting is also imperishable.” 1 

There is not much of a definitely mystical nature in Ibra- 
him b. Adham’s teaching, but he teaches a whole-hearted 
devotion to God and the rooting out of the heart of regard 
for anything save Him. “ Take God as thy companion,” he 
said, “ and leave mankind alone.” 2 He had some idea of the 
mystic gnosis, which to the later Sufis was a stage granted 
at the end of the Path. He tells how a certain shaykh of 
Alexandria was asked what was the nature of Patience, 
and the old man answered, “ The lowest of the stages of 
Patience is that the servant should train himself to endure 
the struggles of his carnal soul. Then God will make a light 
to shine upon the heart, which will show the distinction be- 
tween the true and the false, and the corrupt and the dubi- 
ous.” And Ibrahim, as he listened, said, “ This is an attri- 
bute of the friends ( awlija , commonly used to designate the' 
saints) of the Lord of the two worlds.” 3 Ibrahim is thor- 
oughly representative of the early Sufis in his asceticism and 
quietism and in the stress which he lays in his teaching upon 
the absolute renunciation of the world and the entire sup- 
pression of ordinary human feeling. But the aim of this re- 
nunciation and self-mortification was the aim of all the 
mystics ; it was endured in order the better to attain to a 
knowledge of the only Reality, God. 

Prominent among these early Sufi ascetics was ‘Abd al- 
Wahid b. Zayd ( ob . 793), renowned for his austerity as much 
as for the sanctity of his life, a theologian and a preacher, 
and an advocate of solitude for those who sought the way 
to God. He himself observed a vow of chastity for forty 
years, and was the founder of a monastic community which 

1 al-Hujwirl, op. tit., p. 274. 2 al-Sulaml, op. tit., loc. tit . 

3 Ibid., fol. 4 b. 
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he established at ‘Abbadan, near Basra. There is a story told 
of how a number of these early Sufi monks deserted ‘Abd 
al-Wahid, because he bade them practise self-discipline and 
give themselves to devout worship, and eat only what was 
lawful, and renounce the world. ‘Abd al-Wahid met one of 
these renegades after a time and inquired after his welfare 
and that of his companions. The man replied, “ O teacher, 
every night we enter Paradise and eat of its fruits.” ‘Abd 
al-Wahid asked the man to take him with them that night, 
and they took him into the desert. When night fell, a com- 
pany appeared, clad in green robes, and there appeared 
gardens full of fruit-trees. ‘Abd al-Wahid looked at the feet 
of those who were clothed in green robes, and behold, they 
had cloven hoofs, and he knew that they were the emissaries 
of Satan. When they wished to part company, he said to 
the quondam monks, “ Whither are you going ? When 
Idris the Prophet 1 had entered Paradise, he never left it 
again.” When the morning dawned, they found themselves 
on the dung-heaps. So their eyes were opened to the error 
of their ways, and they followed ‘Abd al-Wahid and returned 
to their communal life with him . 2 

The background of ‘Abd al-Wahid’s sermons was escha- 
tological ; like others of the early Sufis, he laid stress on the 
motive of the fear of judgment hereafter, and he appealed to 
the emotions of his hearers more than to their reason. He 
sought to make them afraid rather than to convince them of 
any special doctrine. He said on one occasion, “ That man 
has never truly feared who imagines that he will not enter 
the fire of Hell, nor is the fear sincere, of him who imagines 
that he will enter Hell and come out of it again ” — i.e., real 
fear is dread of entering Hell and then of remaining there for 
ever . 3 In one of his sermons he makes this appeal to the 
impenitent and the indifferent : “ O my brothers, will ye 
not weep from desire for God, to Whom belong glory and 
majesty ? Can it be that he who weeps from desire for his 
Lord shall be denied the Vision of Him ? O brothers, will 
ye not weep from fear of Hell-fire ? Shall not he who weeps 

1 Identified by Muslim writers with the Biblical Enoch. 

2 al-Sarraj, op. cit., p. 429. 
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from fear of Hell-fire be saved therefrom by God? O 
brothers, will ye not weep from fear of the burning thirst 
(which shall afflict you) on the Day of Resurrection P 1 
Surely. Weep then for the cool refreshing water, while ye 
are yet in this world, that it may be poured out to you in 
Paradise, in the company of the best of fellow-guests, and 
the companions of the Prophets and the faithful and the 
righteous. How glorious a company are they !” 2 

‘Abd al-Wahid was once asked who were the true Sufis, 
and he answered, “ Those who apply their whole minds to 
their (spiritual) concerns, and are diligent therein with their 
whole hearts, turning aside from the evil of their carnal 
selves, and cleaving unto their Lord — such are the Sufis.” 3 
He knew that the Way to God meant the treading of a hard 
and lonely road, and there are verses attributed to him in 
which he says : 

“ The ways are various, the way to the Truth is but one ; 

And those who travel on the way of Truth must go on 
their road alone. 

They are not known, nor is their purpose manifest, 
for they go quietly on their way, stage by stage. 

The rest of mankind are heedless of what is desired of 
them ; 

And long sleep keeps them from following the Way of 
the Truth.” 4 

In ‘Abd al-Wahid, then, we find an ascetic who followed 
the Christian monks in believing that the Sufis, if they were 
to follow the Path to God in very truth, must keep them- 
selves entirely apart from the world, and in holding that 
this could best be done in a monastic community composed 
entirely of those who had this high aim before them. 

One of the best-known among these early Sufis of the 
ascetic school was Rabi'a al-‘Adawiyya, the woman saint 
and mystic of Basra, who was born about a.d. 717 and died 

1 Cf. the Christian ascetic Abba John, “ Let us weep that our eyes 

may overflow with tears before we come to the place where the tears 
of our eyes will burn our bodies.” 

3 Kecueil, p. 5. 3 al-Sarraj, op. (it., p. 25. 

4 Abu Talib, op. (it., i. 153. 
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in a.d. 801. Although, as we shall see, she is to be included 
among the earliest mystics of Islam, for her teaching in 
parts Is definitely mystical, she was also pre-eminent as an 
ascetic. Her biographer writes of her as “ that one set apart 
in the seclusion of holiness, that woman veiled with the veil 
of religious sincerity, that one on fire with love and longing, 
enamoured with the desire to approach her Lord and be con- 
sumed in His glory, that woman who lost herself in union 
with the Divine, that one accepted by men as a second spot- 
less Mary — Rabi‘a al-'Adawiyya.” 1 

She eschewed marriage, though legend states that she re- 
ceived many offers from the men Sufis who were her friends, 
and sometimes her disciples. To one of them she said, “ The 
contract of marriage is for those who have a phenomenal 
existence (i.e., who are concerned with the affairs of this 
material world). But in my case, there is no such existence, 
for I have ceased to exist and have passed out of Self. I 
exist in God and am altogether His. I live in the shadow of 
His command. The marriage contract must be asked for 
from Him, not from me.” 2 We are reminded here of the ad- 
monition of the monk Aphraates to the Christian “ Daugh- 
ters of the Covenant,” to say to those who would seek them 
in marriage, “ To a royal Husband am I betrothed, and to 
Him do I minister ; and if I leave His ministry, my Betrothed 
will be wroth with me and will write me a letter of divorce 
and will dismiss me from His house.” 3 

Rabi‘a lived a life of great poverty ; one of her friends told 
how he went into her house in her old age, and found there 
only a reed-mat and a screen and an earthenware jug, with a 
bed of felt, which served also as her prayer-carpet. 4 Her 
renunciation of the world was complete. Some of her 
acquaintances suggested to her one day that they should ask 
her kinsmen to procure a servant to do the work of her 
house for her, but she said, “ I should be ashamed to ask 
for the things of this world from Him to Whom the world 
belongs, and how should I ask for them from those to whom 

1 ‘Attar, op. tit., i. 59. 

3 Ibid., i. 66. 

3 See above, p. 45. 

* Ibn al-jawzl, “ Ta’rikh al-Muntazam,” fol. 132. 
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it does not belong ? ,n On another occasion a wealthy mer- 
chant brought a purse of gold to the door of her celt and a 
friend came in and told her of it. Rabi‘a said to him, “ Shall 
not He Who provides for those who revile Him, provide 
for those who love Him ? He does not refuse to sustain one 
who speaks unworthily of Him, how then should He refuse 
to sustain one whose soul is overflowing with love to Him ? 
Ever since I have known Him, I have turned my back upon 
mankind. How should I take the wealth of someone of 
whom I do not know whether he acquired it lawfully or 
not ? ” 1 2 One of her companions said of her that Rabi‘a used 
to pray all night, and when the day began to dawn she would 
allow herself a brief interval of light sleep in her place of 
prayer until the dawn tinged the sky with gold. Then she 
used to spring up in fear from her sleep and say, “ O soul, 
how long wilt thou sleep and how often wilt thou wake ? 
Soon wilt thou sleep a sleep from which thou shalt not wake 
again until the trumpet-call of the Day of Resurrection.” 3 

Much of RabiVs teaching was on the same ascetical lines 
as her life and practice. Repentance, the first step on the Sufi 
Way, was to her mind a gift from God. She said once to 
someone who asked if God would accept the penitent 
sinner, “ How can anyone repent unless his Lord gives him 
repentance and accepts him ?” ; and on another occasion 
she said, “ Seeking forgiveness (merely) with the tongue is 
the sin of lying. If I seek repentance of myself, I shall have 
need of repentance again.” 4 While Rabi‘a taught that the 
sinner must fear the punishment of his sins, and that fear 
might lead him into the right way, her teaching on Hope and 
Fear was of a more spiritual type than that of the ascetics 
with whom we have already dealt. There is a story told of 
how a number of the Sufis saw that Rabi'a had taken a torch 
in one hand and water in the other and was hastening on her 
way with them. They asked her the meaning of her action, 
and she said, “ I am going to light a fire in Paradise and to 
pour water on to Hell, so that both veils hindrances to 

1 al-Jahiz, al-Bayan wa’l-Tabyin, iii. 66. 

2 ‘Attar, op. cit ., i. 70. 

3 Ibn Khallikan, Wafaydt , i. 34, No. 230. 

* ‘Attar, op. cit., i. 67. 
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the vision of God Himself) may vanish altogether from 
before the pilgrims and their purpose may be sure, and the 
servants or God may see Him, without any object of hope 
Q* any motive of fear. What if the hope of Paradise and the 
fear of Hell did not exist ? Not one would worship his Lord 
or obey Him.” 1 Yet though she realised that Fear and Hop e 
)were the common motives of service to God, Rab'ia herself 
held up a higher ideal to those who sought to be saints. “ He 
is a bad servant,” she said to a number of shaykhs who were 
discussing the question with her, “ who worships God from 
fear and terror or from the desire of reward — though there 
are many of these.” When asked if she herself had no desire 
for Paradise, she rejoined, “ The Neighbour first, and then 
the house. Is it not enough for me that I am given leave to 
worship Him ? Even if Heaven and Hell were not, does it 
not behove us to obey Him? He is worthy of worship 
without any (self-interested) motive.” 2 Rabi‘a raised the 
teaching of the Sufi doctrine to a high spiritual level, and, 
as we shall see in a later chapter, she was as much of a mys- 
tic as an ascetic, one of the first in Islam to whom the title of 
mystic can justifiably be given. 

One of the most outstanding of these early Sufis was Abu 
‘Abdallah al-Harith b. Asad al-Muhasibi, who was born at 
Basra about a . d . 781, taught in Baghdad, and died at Kufa 
in a . d . 857. He was a man of great learning, one of the most 
learned of the shaykhs of his day in knowledge of pheno- 
menal things and of general laws, and also in practical know- 
ledge, so writes al-Sulami. He has been called by a modern 
writer on Sufism 3 “ the true master of primitive Islamic 

1 Aflaki, “Manaqib al-'Arifin,” fol. 114 a. Cf. a similar incident re- 
lated in de JoinviUe’s Histoire de St. Louis, telling how Brother Yves 
saw an old woman in the streets of Damascus, carrying in her right 
hand a brazier of fire and in her left a vessel of water. Asked what she 
was going to do, she said that she was going to set Paradise alight and 
pour water on to Hell, in order that none should do good for the sake 
of gaining Paradise or from fear of Hell, but only out of love to God, 
Who is worth more than all else, and is the Giver of all good (Ed. de 
Wailly), p. 158. 

a ‘Attar, op. cit., p. 69. So also a contemporary of Rabi'a, Wuhayb 
b, al-Ward (ob. a.d. 770), had said, “ Paradise is to glorify God and to 
know Him.” 

* Prof. L. Massignon. 
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mysticism,” but he has his place among the ascetics also, 
and a good deal of his teaching is concerned with asceticism 
and quietism, which he also practised assiduously through- 
out ms life. We are told that for four years he never leant 
against a wall either by night or by day, and never rested 
except on his two knees. When asked why he wearied him- 
self thus, he replied, “ I should be ashamed in the presence 
of the King not to deport myself as a slave.” 1 Like other 
Sufis, he was scrupulous in avoiding what was unlawful, 
and we are told that al-Muhasibi never put his hand to any 
food that was suspicious. 

His name of al-Muhasibi was given to him as an “ ex- 
aminer” of conscience, and the chief emphasis of his 
teaching was laid upon the need for inner purification. “ He 
who does not cleanse his soul by self-discipline,” he said, 
“ will not have opened to him the way to the mystic Path.” 2 
Like others among these early Sufis, he was orthodox in his 
ideas as to the line of conduct to be observed by the seeker 
after salvation. In his “ Wasaya ” (Book of Precepts) he 
tells how he himself found the way of salvation through the 
careful observance of the canonical law. He writes : “ I 
exerted myself in the search for what I had not found for 
myself of Divine knowledge, from the people in whom I 
had found indications of devoted piety, of abstinence and of 
preference for the next world rather than this. I found that 
their directions and their maxims were in agreement with 
the advice of the imams of the Way of Salvation ; that they 
were agreed to give good counsel to the community, not 
giving to any freedom to sin, yet not despairing of the 
Divine mercy because of any defection ; recommending 
patience in misfortune and adversities, and acquiescence in 
the Divine Will and gratitude for favours received. They 
seek to make God loved by His servants, in reminding them 
of His favours and His benefits, calling upon the faithful to 
repent before God. Such persons are wise in knowledge of 
the Majesty of God and in the fullness of His Power . . . 
learned in His Book and in His Law, well acquainted with 
the true faith, knowing well what ought to be loved and 
what hated, scrupulous in the matter of heresies and sen- 
1 Jam!, Nafahat al-Uns, p. 66. * Ibid. 
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sual desires, wise in their knowledge of the other life and of 
what is to be feared at the Resurrection from the dead, of 
God’s liberality in recompense and His severity in punish- 
ment. God has made them to grieve continually with a 
spedd concern, by means of which He keeps them from 
preoccupation with the pleasures of this world. Desirous 
of following their rule of life, and having learned much 
from their gifts, I saw that no further proof was needed for 
one who had grasped the argument. I realised that to adopt 
this manner of life and to act in accordance with its sanc- 
tions was incumbent on me. I bound myself to it in my 
conscience and I concentrated on it with my inner vision ; 
I made it the foundation of my faith and I based my acts 
upon it.” 1 These principles, based on the observance of the 
religious law, al-Muhasibi carried out in his own life and 
in his teaching. “ From knowledge (of the sacred law),” 
he said, “ comes godly fear, and from asceticism, peace of 
mind, and from gnosis, repentance.” Again he said, “ The 
man who purifies his inner life by self-examination and com- 
plete sincerity, God will adorn his outward life in striving, 
and in obedience to the Sunna.” 2 He urges the seeker after 
salvation to repentance and to continual, godly fear. The 
qualities to be sought after are patient endurance of injury, 
slowness to wrath, a frank and open face, and good words. 
The true resignation of the servant to his Lord’s will con- 
sists in remaining steadfast when misfortunes occur, without 
being moved by them either outwardly or inwardly. 3 Of 
patience, he says, “ Everything has its essential property and 
that of man is reason, and the essential property of reason is 
Patience.” When asked about the nature of Hope he said, 
“ It is the desire for the grace of God and His mercy, and 
sincerity in fair thoughts of Him at the approach of death.” 4 

“ Satisfaction,” he said, “ is the acquiescence of the heart 
in what comes to pass by the Divine decree.” 6 Here we see 
his tendency to quietism, and his otherworldliness is shown 
in his statement that “ the oppressor has need of repent- 
ance, though men praise him, and the oppressed is safe, 

1 “ Wasaya,” fols. zb, 3 b. 9 al-Sulaml, op. tit., fol. 11a. 

9 Ibid., fol. iza. 8 Ibid. 

8 al-Kafcbadhl, “ Kitab al-Ta‘arruf fol. 28 a, 
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though men blame him ; so also the contented man is rich, 
though he be hungry, and the covetous man is poor, though 
he own the whole world.” 1 All his teaching was directed 
towards the subjugation of the carnal self, since in the desires 
of self he recognised the root of all sin. “ The true service 
of God,” he says, “ means ensuring that your self has no 
power, and knowing that neither injury nor benefit has 
any power over your self.” 2 We have reason to know that 
Muhasibi was most certainly acquainted with the New 
Testament — e.g., he bases certain of his ascetical teaching on 
the Parable of the Sower, holding that the Divine word can 
bear fruit only in ground prepared by self-renunciation. 3 

In this way al-Muhasibi pointed his disciples to the Purga- 
tive life as the first stage on the mystic Way, and he gave 
them the hope that after they had trodden that stage and 
learned its lessons, and purified the soul from the desires of 
self and the claims of the senses, and had freed it from the 
attachments of this world, they might attain to the stage 
of the Illuminative life, and thence might pass to the ulti- 
mate goal, the Unitive life in God. 

An Egyptian representative of these early Sufis is to be 
found in Abu al-Fayd, called also Thawban, b. Ibrahim Dhu 
al-Nun (He of the Fish) al-Misri, who was born at Ikhmim 
in Upper Egypt about a.d. 796. His father appears to have 
been a Nubian, and Dhu al-Nun is said to have been a freed- 
man. Sa‘dun of Cairo is mentioned as his teacher and spiri- 
tual director. 4 He travelled to Mecca and Damascus and went 
to visit the ascetics of Mount Lukkam, south of Antioch. 
He met with hostility from the Mu‘tazilites because he up- 
held the orthodox view that the Qur’an was uncreated, and 
was condemned also for his public teaching of mysticism. 
Towards the end of his life he was arrested, sent to Baghdad 
and imprisoned there, being allowed, however, to receive 
the visits of Sufi friends. Being released by the order of the 
Caliph, he returned to Egypt and died at Giza in a.d. 857. 

It is related that at his funeral the birds of the air gathered 
together above the bier and made a shade for it, 6 and after 

1 al-Sulami, ibid., fol. izb. 2 Jaml, op. cit., p. 66. 

3 “ Ri‘aya,” fols. 4 b, 11b. 4 al-Sarraj, Masari\ p. 130. 

5 al-HujwIii, Kashf, p. 125. 
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his burial there appeared an inscription on his grave which 
ran, “ This is the beloved of God, who died from his love 
to God, slain by God,” and whenever that inscription was 
erased, it reappeared again. 1 We are told that on the night 
after his death seventy persons saw the Prophet in a dream, 
and he said, “ I have come to meet Dhu al-Nun, the friend 
of God.” 2 

Dhu al-Nun was reckoned as a Qutb or Axis in the Sufi 
hierarchy, this being the title given to the spiritual head of 
all the saints, and he was also counted as one of the “ hidden 
Saints ” (‘ Ayaran ), and ‘Attar describes him as “ That celi-'i 
bate among the people of blame ( malamat , i.e., those who’ 
concealed their devotions, and neither boasted of their good 
works nor hid what was bad), 3 that candle of those assem- 
bled at the Resurrection, that demonstration of spiritual 
rank and detachment, that Sultan of spiritual knowledge and 
the doctrine of the Unity, that demonstration of poverty — 
Dhu al-Nun, one of the keys of the Path, and a traveller on 
the Way of affliction and blame, possessed of great insight 
into the Divine mysteries and doctrine of the Unity, who 
practised perfect observance (of the religious law) and com- 
plete self-discipline, and was blessed with the power to 
work miracles.” 4 Dhu al-Nun says of himself and his 
travels in search of the Way to salvation, “ On my first 
journey, I found a knowledge acceptable to both the elect 
and the crowd, and on the second, knowledge acceptable 
to the elect, but not to the crowd, and on the third know- 
ledge acceptable to neither the elect nor the crowd, and I 
remained an outcast and alone. The first knowledge was 
repentance, which both the elect and the crowd accept, and 
the second was trust in God and fellowship with Him and 
love, which the elect accept, and the third was the knowledge 
of reality, which is beyond the power of human learning and 
reason, so they reject it.” 5 

1 Jaml, op. c it ., p. 36. 2 al-Hujwiri, op. cit., p. 125. 

8 The same tendency had been found among the early Christian 
fathers who sought to be despised and blamed. Isaac of Nineveh says, 

“ To expose oneself to disdain indiscriminately is to be freed from all 
things, to disregard life and to love men ” ( Mystical Treatises, pp. 97, 239). 

4 ‘Attar, op. cit., i. 114. * Jaml, op. cit., p. 36. 
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It was on his travels, too, that Dhu al-Nun learnt to be- 
come a master in asceticism and self-discipline. He once saw 
an ascetic who had hanged his body on a tree, and was 
telling it that unless it submitted to all observances required 
by the religious law, it would be left there to die of hunger, 
and when Dhu al-Nun inquired as to what crime the body 
had committed, the man said that it desired to have inter- 
course with worldly things, and from worldly intercourse 
all manner of evil would follow. Again Dhu al-Nun passed 
by a man who had cut off one of his feet. A woman had 
passed by his cell, after whom his body yearned, and he had 
■put one foot outside his cell when he heard a voice saying, 
“ Art thou not ashamed after serving God and obeying Him, 
to serve Satan now ? ” So he cut off the foot which had 
sought to lead him into temptation . 1 

Dhu al-Nun had many disciples during his lifetime, and 
he never ceased to teach them the duty of repentance, self- 
mortification, renunciation and otherworldliness. “ Ordin- 
ary men,” he said, “ repent of their sins, but the elect of 
God repent of their heedlessness .” 2 He was asked who was 
the best of friends and he replied, “ That one who will visit 
you when sick, and who will recall you to repentance when 
you sin .” 3 He also distinguished between the repentance of 
return ( tawbat al-indba ), inspired by fear of Divine punish-' 
ment, and the repentance of shame ( tawbat al-istihyd ’) in- 
spired by shame at the Divine mercy . 4 * The self, that is, the 
carnal soul, was to Dhu al-Nun the chief obstacle to spiri- 
tual progress. He was asked which of the veils (between the 
soul and God) was the chief concealment, and the greatest 
hindrance to clear vision of the Truth, and he replied, “ The 
vision of the carnal self and its promptings .” 8 On another 
occasion he said, “ Have no intercourse with God except 
that of perfect acquiescence (in His will), nor with mankind 
except that of perfect sincerity, nor with the carnal self 
except that of opposition, nor with Satan except that of 

1 ‘Attar, op. cit., i. 115. Cf. above, p. 166. 

2 al-Hujwiri, op. cit., pp. 384, 385. 

3 al-Sarraj, Kitdb al-lluma', p. 176. 

4 al-Hujwiri, ibid. 

® al-Sulami, op. cit., fol. 6 b. 
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enmity and warfare .” 1 As we have seen above, he welcomed 
affliction as a means of self-discipline ; to a friend who was 
ill and wrote to Dhu al-Nun asking for his prayers that he 
might recover and be relieved of his suffering, Dhu al-Nun 
replied, “ You ask me to pray to God for you, that He would 
remove grace from you. Know, O my brother, that the 
Sufis desire fellowship with sickness and misfortune, (they) 
keep company with anxiety and weakness, for such things 
in their life lead to healing. He who does not reckon afflic- 
tion as a grace is not one of the wise, and he who has not 
entrusted himself to the All-Compassionate, has confided 
his affairs to people who cannot be trusted. Therefore, my 
brother, may God make you ashamed and keep you from 
complaining, and so farewell .” 2 al-Misrfs teaching on 
Patience was in accordance with this view of affliction as a 
gift sent by God. “ Patience,” he says, “ means acquies- 
cence in the face of the repression and obstruction caused by 
trials, and it means the outward appearance of wealth com- 
bined with the obligations imposed by poverty in all spheres 
of life .” 3 

We have another instance of Dhu al-Nun’s feeling that the 
soul gained more from adversity than from prosperity, in the 
reply which he sent to a man who wrote to him, “ May God 
favour thee with His proximity.” Dhu-al-Nun wrote in 
answer, “ May God keep thee far from His proximity, for 
if He favours thee by drawing nigh, it is His decree for thee, 
and if He withdraws far from thee, it is also His decree, and 
His decree is not accomplished until it leaves thee heart- 
broken in longing for Him .” 4 Humility was essential for 
the soul that would seek to draw nigfTunto its Lord. “ God 
gives His servant no source of strength more powerful for 

1 al-Sarraj, op. cit., p. 177. 

3 Ibid., p. 235. 

3 al-Munawi, “ Kawakib,” fol. 110a. 

4 al-Sarraj, op. cit., p. 235. Cf. the Christian mystic Francis 
Thompson : 

“ All which I took from thee I did but take, 

Not for thy harms. 

But just that thou might’st seek it in My arms.” 

The Hound of Heaven. 
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him than when He leads him to humiliate himself.” 1 Again 
he says, “ Let him who desires humility look towards the 
Majesty of God Most High, and verily his soul will melt 
away and be purified, for in regarding the power of God, the 
power of the self departs, and the human soul becomes com- 
pletely subdued by the awe which God inspires.” 2 Dhu al- 
Ntin says to the novice, “ Let him who seeks to follow the 
Path come to the wise with his ignorance, to the ascetics 
with his desires, and to the people of knowledge — the 
gnostics, with silence.” The true gnostic becomes more 
humble every day, for every day he is drawing nearer to his 
Lord. 3 

When the knowledge of God is established in the heart, 
godly fear is established there also. “ The lover,” says 
Dhu al-Nun, “ does not pour out the cup of love until fear 
has made his heart ready.” 4 Fear he considers to be the 
jguardian of actions, i.e., it restrains man from doing evil, 
while Ho pe is the intercessor for.th e affli cted, that is, it leads 
them to look for relief from their present troubles. 6 Yet 
Dhu al-Nun, like Rabi‘a, takes a higher view of Fear than 
that involved in the dread of material consequences, the 
fear of judgment to come, for he says, “ The fear of Hell-fire 
is to the fear of separation from God like a drop which has 
fallen into the bottomless sea. Every believer in God Most 
High fears Him, but his fear is in proportion to his proxim- 
ity to Him.” 0 

Like all the Sufis, Dhu al-Nun teaches that service to God 
must be an undivided allegiance. The seeker must be pre- 
pared to cut himself off from all ties and attachments that 
would hinder him in his quest for the Divine. Sincerity 
in the search for righteousness, says Dhu al-Nun, “ is the 
sword of God on earth, which cuts whatsoever it touches.” 7 
By it all unworthy motives are cleared away, all bonds 
severed between the aspiring soul and this downward- 
dragging world with its attractions and its snares. When 
asked what love to God really meant, Dhu al-Nun said, “ It 

1 Jam!, op. cit ., p. 37. 2 al-Sulaml, op. cit., fol. 7 a. 

3 Ibid., fol. 8 b. 4 Abu Talib, op. cit., i. 225. 

5 al-Sulaml, op. cit., fol. 8 a. 6 Abu Talib, op. cit., i. 225, 

7 al-Sulaml, op. cit., fol. 8 a. Cf. Heb. iv. 12. 
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is to love what God loves, and to hate what He hates, and 
to do nought but good deeds, and to cast out everything 
which distracts you from God, and not to shrink from His 
rebuke, for His rebuke is mingled with sympathy towards 
the believers, and with harshness towards the infidels, and 
it is to follow the Prophet in matters of faith.” So it comes 
about that when the Sufi speaks, his speech concerns what 
is true, and when he is silent, his actions speak for him, for 
he shows that he has cut off all (creaturely) attachments — 
his sincerity appears in both his speech and his con- 
duct. 1 Yet Dhu al-Nun, stern ascetic though he was, real- 
ised that the love of God, however all-absorbing, must not 
exclude love for man, for love to mankind is the founda- 
tion of righteousness, and he who loves his fellow-men is 
holding fast to the chief corner-stone of sincerity. At the 
same time, like all the mystics, he is an advocate of solitude 
for the one who seeks to know the inner mysteries of fellow- 
ship with God. He says on this subject, “ I have seen 
nothing more conducive to righteousness than solitude, for 
he who is alone sees nought but God, and if he sees nought 
but God, nothing moves him but the Will of God.” Again 
he says, “ Fellowship with God comes from purity of heart 
towards Him, and being alone with God is the cutting off 
of everything else but God.” 2 

Dhu al-Nun’s teaching on the Way to be followed and 
the end to which it leads the faithful traveller therein is 
summed up in an account he gives of the true servants of 
God. “ There are servants of God who have planted the 
trees of (their) sins before their eyes, and have watered them 
with the tears of contrition, so that they have brought forth 
the fruits of repentance and sorrow. These are they who 
have become distraught without madness, and foolish with- 
out weakness, for they indeed are the eloquent in speech, 
the orators, those wise in the knowledge of God and of His 
prophet. For they have drunk of the cup of purity and ac- 

a uired patience through their long affliction. Then were 
aeir hearts filled with longing for the Kingdom of Heaven, 
and in their meditations they have thought upon its man- 
sions hidden by the veils of the Divine Majesty, and they 

1 al-Sulami, op. cit., fol. 6 b. 2 Ibid., op. cit., fol. id. 
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sought shelter under the porticoes of repentance, and they 
studied the record of their sins, and their souls were filled 
with grief, until they attained to the highest degree of asceti- 
cism by means of chastity. Thus have they sweetened the 
bitterness of the renunciation of this world, and softened 
the roughness of their couch, to such an extent that they 
even conquered the desire for salvation and the Way which 
leads to peace. 

“ Their spirits have wandered through the highest heavens, 
in order that at last they may pause in the Gardens of the 
Blessed, and plunge into the river of life. They have sealed 
up the channels of affliction and have crossed the bridges of 
desire ; they have halted at the point where earthly know- 
ledge passes away and have drunk from the river of true 
wisdom, and they have embarked upon the vessel of the 
Divine Bounty, and have set sail with the wind of salva- 
tion upon the sea of peace, until at last they have reached 
the gardens of repose, and the abode of Glory and Grace.” 1 

1 R earn I, p. 17. 



CHAPTER IX 

THE MYSTICAL DOCTRINES OF EARLY SUFISM 

While the earliest Sufis, for the most part, were content 
with the practice of asceticism and a doctrine of quietism, 
a tendency towards a definitely mystical doctrine soon be- 
came apparent in the teaching of the chief Sufis. As in most 
systems of Mysticism, this tendency showed itself in the 
development of philosophic conceptions concerning the 
nature of the Godhead, the relation of the human soul to 
God, the possibility of an ascent from the human to the 
Divine ana the means whereby it could be achieved, and 
finally the characteristics of that Unitive state when it had 
been attained. 

In their conception of the nature of the Godhead, the 
earliest Sufi mystics, as might be expected, adhere- closely 
Jo the language of the Qur’an and to the orthodox belief. 
God is Self-Existent from eternity, Infinite, having no re- 
lation to space or time, in His Essence and in His attributes 
unchangeable^ He is Living, All-Wise, Forgiving, Merciful, 
Willing, All-powerful, Hearing and Seeing all things. 
Speaking, Abiding. He is Omniscient ; nothing that can be 
known is outside of His knowledge, for it pierces through 
to that which is hidden and comprehends that which is made 
manifest. All that exists is dependent on His will ; what He 
wills, that He does, and what He wills is that which He has 
known aforetime, and no creature has any knowledge of 
His hidden mysteries. His decrees are absolute, and it is for 
His servants to submit themselves thereto in complete 
resignation to His Will. He alone has the power of predes- 
tination, both of good and evil, and He is the only One Who 
is worthy to inspire either hope or fear. To Him judgment 
belongs and His judgment is all-Wise . 1 He is the Creator of 
, mankind, and the universe was brought into existence out of 
non-existence by His act. “All that we behold and perceive 

* l al-Hujwiri, op. cit ., pp. 13, 358, 16. 
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by our senses bears irrefutable witness to the existence of God 
and His power and His knowledge and the rest of His attri- 
butes, whether these things be manifested or hidden, the stone 
and the clod, the plants and the trees and living creatures, the 
heaven and the earth and the stars, the dry land and the 
ocean, fire and air and substance and accident, and indeed we 
ourselves witness to Him, but, just as the bat, through the 
weakness of its sight, cannot bear the full light of the sun in 
the daytime, but can see only when the light is veiled by the 
darkness, so the human mind is too weak to behold the 
glory of God in its fullness.” 1 

To Him belong Beauty, Majesty and Perfection, and it is 
sometimes by one and sometimes by another that His ador- 
ing worshippers come to know Him and to love Him. 
“ For he whose evidence in gnosis is the Beauty of God 
longs continually for the vision of Him, and he whose evi- 
dence is the Majesty of God is always abhorring his own 
attributes, and his heart is filled with awe. Now longing is 
the result of love and the abhorring of human attributes 
likewise, since the unveiling of human attributes is of the 
essence of love. Now faith and gnosis are love, and the sign 
of love is obedience.” 2 God, to the Sufi, is not only the 
Supreme Beauty, but He is also Light. Abu Talib gives us 
a prayer (which he states was taught by Gabriel to the Pro- 
phet, but which is much more probably of Sufi origin), in 
which the Deity is addressed in these terms : “ O Light of 
the heavens and the earth, O Beauty of the heavens and the 
earth, O Thou Who hast laid the foundations of the heavens 
and the earth, and Who art their Creator, Thou Lord of 
Majesty and Glory, Thou Who dost bring succour to those 
who cry unto Thee, Thou Goal of the desire of those who 
seek, Thou Consolation of those who grieve. Thou Who 
dost give rest to the afflicted, and dost answer the cry 
of those who call upon Thee.” 3 This idea of God as the 
Supreme Beauty and as Light can, of, course, be traced 
back to Hellenism. “ For man strives to know the dignity 
of the intellect and its light and its splendour, and to know 
the value of that thing which is above the intellect, that is, 

1 al-Ghaz2li, Ihya, iv. 275. * al-Hujwiri, p. 370. 

3 Qui al-Qulub> i. 8. , 
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ffee Light of lights and the Supreme Beauty and consummate 
Splendour.”* 

From the conception of God as the Only Agent and Sole 
Cause of all existence, the Sufis passed to the idea of God as 
the only real existence, the Sole Reality ; they maintained 
that to conceive of any other real existence beside Him 
would be polytheism, and that this conception of Him was 
involved in the confession of His Unity. He was not only 
One, Unique and peerless, but the One and All, and All in 
All. So the Unity of God became Universal Unity, and His 
universal manifestation Universal Existence. An early Sufi 
teacher, Sahl Tustarl, says, “ His Unicity, in its origin, 
meant that He was, and there was nothing else, and He 
dwelt in solitude, apart. He knew and He wished and He 
ordained and predestined and directed. Actions are attri- 
buted to His servants, but the beginning is from Him and 
the end rests with Him. All things exist in the knowledge 
of God and by His decree .” 2 Such a doctrine of God as the 
Only and Ultimate Reality inevitably led to the pantheism 
which is so characteristic of the later Sufis. al-Hujwiri tells 
us that God can be known only by God, and all that is not 
God by the Light of God, and in a fine passage he describes 
the universe as being in truth full of the Presence of God, 
Who is hidden from mortal eyes because of their imperfec- 
tion. “ Know,” he says, “ that I have found this universe to 
be the shrine of the Divine mysteries : to created things has 
God entrusted Himself, and within that which exists has 
He hid Himself. Substances and accidents, elements, bodies, 
forces and properties, are all the veils of these Mysteries. 
In the doctrine of the Unity (of God) the existence of all 
these would be polytheism, but God Most High has ordained 
that this universe, by its own being, should be veiled from 
His Unity. Therefore the spirits of men are absorbed in 
their own phenomenal existence, so that their minds fail to 
perceive the Divine mysteries and their spirits but dimly 
apprehend the wonderful nearness of God. Man is engrossed 
with himself and heedless of aught else, and so he fails to 
recognise theiUnity behind all things and is blind to the 
Beauty of Oneness, and will not taste the joy offered to him 
1 Utbulujiya Arisfat&lis , p. 44. 3 Recueil, p. 41. 
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by the One, and is turned aside by the vanities of this world 
from the Vision of the Truth and allows the animal soul to 
predominate, though it is the most potent of all the veils 
between man and God.” 1 

With regard to the Sufi conception of the relation of the 
soul to God, we have to note that the Sufis made a distinc- 
tion between the lower animal soul, the carnal s elf ( ttafs),*) 
the seat of all evil, and the higher, the spirit (rub), the' source 
of good. The higher was distinguished by intelligence, and 
the lower by passion, and here we find a strong resem- 
blance to the Platonic conception of the two steeds of 
Reason and Passion, pulling the soul in opposite directions. 
The higher soul, the Sufis believed, had existed before the 
creation of the body to which it was assigned ; it consisted 
of heart (qalb or dil), of spirit (rub or jari), and of conscie nce 
(r/rr^i/which was the inmost' part, that wHchflater mystics 
c2lled the “ ground ” or “ spark ” of the soul. Of this latter 
all-Sarraj says that it is that part in which the evil sugges- 
tions of the self are not felt, it is the secret shrine of God 
Himself, wherein He knows man and man can know Him. 2 

Of the pre-existence of the higher soul the Sufi ‘Amr b. 
‘Uthman al-Makkl ( ob . a.d. 909) wrote : “ God created the 
hearts seven thousand years before the bodies and kept 
them in the station of proximity to Himself, and He created 
the spirits seven thousand years before the hearts and kept 
them in the garden of intimate fellowship with Himself, and 
the consciences, the innermost part, He created seven thou- 
sand years before the spirits and kept them in the degree of\ 
union ( wasl ). Then He imprisoned the conscience in the / 
spirit, and the spirit in the heart, and the heart in the body. 
Then He tested them . . . and sent Prophets . . . and each 
began to seek its own station. The body occupied itself with 
prayer, the heart was joined with love, the spirit arrived at 
proximity, and theinmost partfoundrest in union with Him.” 3 

The Sufis therefore held that the soul, previous to its 
existence in a body in this world, had dwelt in the presence 
of God, and had been one with Him. The saying that “ He 
who knows himself best knows his Lord best ” points to 

1 Op. cit ., p. 9. 2 Kitdb al-Luma *, p. 231. 

3 al-HujwIrl, op. cit., pp. 399, 400. 
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the belief in a “ Divine spark ” within the soul of man, and 

I we have already seen that orthodox Islam regarded man as 
made in the image and likeness of God . 1 al-Ghazali writes 
that the heart was created pure in its origin, but that purity 
has become defiled by foul deeds, and that fair countenance 
disfigured by the darkness of sin . 2 The cause of impurity 
and defilement is the downward drag of the lower soul, with 
its propensity to what is evil and creaturely. Abu Talib says, 
“ The carnal self is by nature prone to action (t.e., taking its 
own evil way), and it has been commanded to be still (that 
is, to be acquiescent in the will of God), so He afflicts it in 
order that it may feel the need of its Lord and be cleansed 
from its own tendencies and desires .” 3 The believer’s spirit, 
that is, the higher soul, calls him to Paradise, of which it is 
a type in this world, while his lower soul calls him to Hell, 
of which it, too, is a type in this world. The lower soul 
must therefore be mastered by the higher, for this latter 
is the shrine of the Divine mysteries . 4 The soul of man, 
then, is akin to the Divine, and therefore the mystic can set 
about that transformative process which shall purge away 
the dross and leave only what is pure and godlike. “ Purity 
of heart,” says Abu Talib, “ exalts (the mystic) stage by 
stage in contemplation of the Essence, until there is no re- 
membrance within the soul save that of God .” 6 

This process of purification, and elimination of evil from 
the soul, is what the Sufis called the Way, the ascent which 
led at last to the reunion of the soul with God. There are 
three stages of the Way, according to al-Hujwiri. The first 
is that of the “ stations ” ( maqama t ), which indicate the de- 
gree of progress attained byme’seeker in the Path of God ; 
the obligations of each station must be fulfilled and the 
virtues pertaining to it acquired, before he passes on to the 
next. The last of the stations of this stage are Satisfaction 
and Love. This stage means earnest striving and effort on 
the part of the traveller, though at the same time he cannot 
hope to make progress without the help and guidance of 
God. It represents the Pur gative Lif e in which the mystic 

1 See above, p. 144. 3 Ihya, iv. 11. 

* Qiit al-QulUb , i. 84. 4 al-Hujwiri, op. cit., p. 250. 

* Qut al-Quliib, i. 80. 
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becomes stripped of self, and acquires those qualities which 
enable him to persevere to the end of the Quest. As we 
have seen in the last chapter, it was with this first stage of 
the Path that the early ascetic Sufis concerned themselves. 
The second stage may follow the first, or it may be experi- 
enced at the same time, since it is different in kind. This is 
the stage of “ states ” (ahw alQ which are the mystic states of 
ecstasy bestowed upon the seeker’s soul, as signs of favour 
and grace to encourage him on his path. They are the gift 
of God alone, and in no way depend upon the mystic’s own 
striving. This stage corresponds to the Illumi nati ve Life . 
The third and last stage is that of “ achievement ” ( tamkin ),^ 
and this is the end of the Path, the goal of the Quest, the 
attainment of the Unitiv e JLife. The mystic now dwells in 
the abode of perfection and has found rest within the very 
shrine of Deity. Now has the lover of God become like the 
sun shining in a cloudless sky, for he is dead unto his own 
attributes and abiding in those of his Beloved. In the light 
of Love and Union he sees the glory of God and while still 
in this world penetrates into the mysteries of the world to 
come. 1 / 

It is Love, then, an all-absorbing love for God, which 
leads the mystic onward and upward, and finally leads to 
union with the Divine. “ It is impossible for the servant, 
when he sees the grace of God, not to love Him, and when 
he has loved, he will feel fellowship {urn), because awe of the} 
beloved is estrangement and fellowship is oneness.” 2 Some 
of the finest and most beautiful of the mystical teaching 
which has come down to us from the Sufis is devoted to 
this theme of Love. “ Among the signs of Love,” says Abu 
Talib, “ is the desire to meet with the Beloved face to face, 
to see Him unveiled within the abode of Peace and the place 
of proximity ; that desire means a longing for death, which 
is the key to meeting, and the door of entry to manifesta- 
tion.” 8 Asma al-Ramliyya, a woman zealous in devotion, 

3 PP* 4 ?. 4 ^*» PP- 37 . 38. 2 Ibid., p. 490. 

Qfit al-Qulub, ii. 5 1 . So also Isaac of Nineveh writes : “ Love anni- 
hilates fear (of death). It not only fears not, but it even longs after, de- 
parture. Love is the dissolver of temporary life. He that has reached 
the love of God does not desire to stay here any more” (Mystical 
Treatises , p. 288). 
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relates that she had asked a fellow-Sufi, Bayda bint al- 
Mufaddal, what was the sign by which the lover of God 
could be known, and Bayda replied, “ O my sister, the lover 
lof the Lord conceals himself, but though he strives to hide 
Ihimself, he is not hidden.” Asma said, “ Describe him to 
me in his character, his food and drink, his sleep and waking 
hours, and his actions.” bhe replied, “ Truly you have asked 
much of me, but I will describe him as far as I can. If you 
have seen a lover of God, you have seen a very wonderful 
thing, of one in grief, not settling in the earth, but like a 
wild bird, whose delight in solitude has kept him from rest, 
while he yearns in remembrance of the Beloved, and his 
food is love in hunger, and his drink is love in thirst, and 
his sleep is the thought of union, and his waking hours mean 
no neglect. There is no tranquillity for him, and he finds no 
solace in patience. . . . The passage of time does not change 
him, nor does he grow weary of the length of his service to 
God, as (other) servants grow weary, until at last, through 
love and long service, he attains to the degree of all-absorbing 
love (sbawq), then his tranquillity returns, and his fire dies 
down, and its sparks are quenched, and his grief decreases, 
and he becomes one with the Object of his longing.^ 

We read how one of these lovers of God was asked, 
“ Whence have you come ?” He said, “ From the Beloved.” 
They asked, “ Where are you going ?” and he answered, 
“ Near to the Beloved.” They said, “ And what do you de- 
sire ?” He replied, “ To meet with the Beloved.” He was 
asked, “ What is your food ?” and he said, “ The remem- 
brance of the Beloved.” They said, “ What is your drink ?” 
He replied, “ Longing for the Beloved.” They asked him, 
“Wherewith are you clothed ?” He said, “ With the veil of 
the Beloved.” They said, “ Wherefore is your countenance 
pale ?” and he replied, “ Because of separation from the Be- 
loved.” Impatiently they asked him, “ How long will you say 
* the Beloved, the Beloved ’?” and he answered them, “ Until 
I see the Face of the Beloved .” 2 The only love which is 

1 “ Hilyat al-Awliya,” fol. nza. 

* M. b. H. Imad al-DIn, Hayat al-Quliib (margin) Qut al-Qulub, 
ii. 176. Cf. Raymond Lull, “ Where art thou, O lover ? Whither goest 
thou ? Whence earnest thou ? And where hast thou thy treasure ?” 
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worthy of God is “ pure love,” which is free from any in- 
terested motive, and depends on nothing in the way of re- 
ward or object. The love of the sincere and the gnostics, 
says al-Sarraj, arises from their vision, and their knowledge 
of the eternal and causeless Love of God, and ^therefore 
they love Him without a cause. 1 '•ftl-Ghazali distinguishes 
between three kinds of love : the first Js self-love, pure and 
simple, which leads a man to self-preservation and to give 
onlythat he may receive. The second is love of others because 
of the benefits they bestow, as the doctor is loved because 
he brings the gift of healing, and the teacher because he has 
the power to bestow knowledge, and this kind, as al-Ghazali 
notes, also comes back to self-love. But the third kind of 
love is love of a thing for its own sake, not for any benefit 
received from it apart from itself, for the thing itself is the 
essence of its enjoyment, it is its own reward, and this alone 
is true and perfect love which can be relied upon to last.k 
Such is the love of Beauty and all fair things, for all Beauty 
is loved by him who has eyes to perceive Beauty, and that 
belongs to the essence of Beauty, for the perception of 
Beauty contains the essence of delight, and the delight is 
loved for its own sake, not for anything apart from it. It 
is an error to suppose that the love of beautiful forms cannot 
be conceived except for the sake of fulfilling the sensual 
desires, for the satisfaction of such desires is a different type 
of delight. Beautiful forms are loved for their own sakes, 
and the very perception of Beauty is itself delightful, and it 
cannot be denied that it should be loved for its own sake. 
So also green things and running water are loved, not for 
the sake of drinking the water and eating the green things, 
or for anything obtained from them, except simply the sight 
of them. So it is with the stars of heaven, ana the flowers 
and the birds with their fair colours and beautiful forms and 
perfectly proportioned shapes ; the sight of them without 
any desire for them causes keen delight and all pleasure is 
loved. “ None can deny,” al-Ghazali concludes, “ that 

“ I am in my Beloved ; I go to my Beloved ; I come from my Beloved ; 
and in my remembrance, honour, service, love, and understanding of 
Him is my treasure ” (The Tree of Love, pp. ioj, 104). 

1 Kitab al-Luma\ p. 59. 



io6 STUDIES IN EARLY MYSTICISM 

where Beauty exists, it is natural to love it, and if it is certain 
that God is beautiful, there can be no doubt that He will be 
loved by the one to whom His Beauty and His Majesty are 
revealed. The greater the beauty, the greater the love, and 
since complete and perfect Beauty is found only in God, He 
alone can be worthy of true love.” Such love will become a 
passion for God, by cutting off all dependence on this world 
and excluding from the heart love for any save God. 1 

Such is the love which the true Sufi gives to his Beloved, 
of which Yahya b. Mu'adh al-RazI said : “ True love does 
not decrease because of injury suffered, nor increase because 
of benefits and favours received, for these are motives for 
love, and motives in the existence of the thing itself are of 
no account. The lover takes pleasure in affliction which 
comes from the Beloved, and benefit and injury, to the true 
lover, are all one, since Love remains.” 2 The lover has no 
will of his own, that he should desire anything, whether 
good or ill, for he who loves God, desires only what He 
desires, and he whom God loves, desires naught but God 
Himself. 3 Those who need neither gifts nor happiness, nor 
trials, but are satisfied with being chosen by the Beloved, 
who look from the gift to the Giver, are His lovers,“ whose 
existence is an illusion in satisfaction as in affliction, for 
their hearts dwell only in His Presence and their secret 
abode is to be found only in the garden of intimate fellow- 
ship with Him . . . their hearts have escaped from created 
things and from the fetters of * stages ’ and * stations.’ 
Their soul has passed from all that has been brought into 
existence, and has attached itself to God.” 4 Pure love, then, 
has no place for personal volition : the Sufi al-Shibli (ob. 
a.d. 945) said : “ Love is a fire in the heart, consuming all 

1 Ifiya, iv. 255-258, 271. This finds a singular confirmation in a 
modern philosophic writer, Leibnitz, who says : “ Since true Pure Love 
consists in a state of soul which makes one find pleasure in the perfec- 
tions and the felicity of the object loved, this love cannot but give us 
the greatest pleasure of which we are capable, when God is the Object 
of it. And, though this love be disinterested, it constitutes, even by 
itself, our greatest good and deepest interest ” (Leibnitz [Ed. Gebhardt], 
vi. 605, 606). 

* al-HujwIrl, op. cit., p. 404. 3 Ibid., p. 198. 

4 Ibid., p. 22j. 
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save the Will of the Beloved,” 1 *and Jam!, writing 'much 
later, but dealing with the earliest Sufis, says, “ The Sufi 
has no individual will ; his will is obliterated in the Will of 
God, nay, indeed, his will is the very Will of God.” 2 So he 
who desires to know anything or to speak of any save God, 
is not single-minded in his love, for the true lover does not 
desire to think of his service, but only of Him Whom he 
serves. 3 “ True Love,” said Abu ‘Abdallah al-Qurashl (ob. > 
a.d. 941), “ means to give all that thou hast to Him Whom 
thou lovest, so that nothing remains to thee of thine own.” 4 
And this meant not only the sacrifice of personal possessions; 
which might be a cause of separation between the lover and 
his Beloved, and the giving up of the personal will, but a 
complete self-surrender. Only the lover who is emptied of 
self can hope to be the dwelling-place of the Divine. 6 “ Since 
the Beloved is subsistent, the lover must be annihilated, for 
the jealousy of the Beloved requires that the subsistence of 
the lover be negated, so that His own dominion be made 
absolute. The annihilation of the lover’s attributes can only 
be accomplished by the establishment of the Essence of the 
Beloved, and the lover cannot remain in his own attributes, 
for in that case he would have no need of the Beauty of the 
Beloved, but since he knows that he lives by the Beauty of 
the Beloved, he seeks of necessity to negate his own attri- 
butes, since by retaining them he is veiled from the Beloved. 

1 al-Qushayrl, op. cit., p. 189. 

2 Nafahat al-Uns, p. 11. 

3 Abu Nu‘aym, op. cit., fol. 214 b. 

4 al-Qushayrl, op. cit., p. 189. 

* Cf. the English mystic poet, T. E. Brown : 

“ If thou couldst empty all thyself of Self, 

Like to a shell dishabited, 

Then might He find thee on the ocean shelf 
And say : ‘ This is not dead,’ 

And fill thee with Himself instead. 

“ But thou art all replete with very thou 
And hast such shrewd activity. 

That when He comes He says : ‘ This is enow 
Unto itself — ’twere better let it be, 

It is so small and full, there is no room for Me.’ ” 
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So otft of love to his Friend, he becomes an enemy to him- 
self.” 1 

Love, then, to such lovers, becomes as the wine of life, a 
draught which never fails and never satisfies, and yet leads 
to the highest bliss. “ I have drunk of Love, cup upon cup, 
and the draught was not exhausted, nor was I satisfied,” 
says one Sufi. 2 It is related that Yahya b. Mu‘adh wrote to 
Abu Yazld Bistami, “ What would you say of one who, 
from one drop of the ocean of Love, becomes intoxicated ?” 
and Bayazid wrote in reply : “ What would you say of one 
who, if all the oceans in the world were composed of the 
wine of Love, would drink them all, and yet cry aloud be- 
cause of his consuming thirst ?” 3 So also al-Shibli said : 

I “ Verily love to the All-Merciful has intoxicated me ; hast 
thou seen any lover who was not drunken with Love ?” 4 
and al-Qushayrl writes with reference to this effect of Love, 
“ Intoxication is disappearance in a mighty ecstasy. The 
beginning of it is tasting, then drinking, then satisfaction 
of thirst.” 6 

Such love, which has become an all-consuming passion, 
leads to the mystic ecstasy, which is like a flame rising up in 
the heart. “ Love,” said one of the Sufis, “ is of two na- 
tures, the love which is tranquil — and this is found among 
both the elect and the crowd — and the love which is rapture, 
which is found only among the elect, and that is by the 
direct road (i.e., that which leads straight to God) ; therein 
is found no vision of the self or the creaturely, nor any vision 
of motives or states, but the lover is absorbed in the Vision 
of God and what is from Him.” Of such a nature is the love 
which makes the lover blind and deaf, so that he is blind to 
all save the Beloved, nor does he hear the claims of any save 
Him. 6 

1 al-Hujwiri, op. cit., p. 402. 

a al-Qushayrl, op. cit., p. 51. 

* al-Hujwiri, op. cit., p. 233. 

4 Ihya, iv. 300. Cj. the Christian Evagrius : “ If anyone is accom- 
plished in the love of God, he is a drunken man. He is constantly cap- 
tivated by the love of his Lord, so that he does not see this world, but 
his thoughts abide continually in heaven.” 

* Op. cit., p. 50. 

6 KalabadhI, “ Kitab al-Ta‘arruf,” fol. 30 b. 
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By Pure Love, then, the mystic is guided from one station 
to another until he comes to the end of the first stage of the 
Way, when the mirror of the soul has become as pure from 
self as flame from smoke, and is fitted to reflect the Light of 
God, by which it is illuminated in the second stage, that of 
ecstasy ; and now the mystic enters upon that third stage, 
of attainment, which is indeed the end of his journey. 
There he receives that mystic knowledge of the Divine, ' 
the gnosis ( ma‘rifa ), which will enable him to see God face 
to face, and in seeing Him, to become one with Him. Love 
it is which leads to gnosis, and is bound up with it, for none 
loves God worthily, who does not know Him, and whoso 
knows Him loves Him. 1 This gnosis is an utterly different 1 
thing from the earthly knowledge (V/w), which can be ac- . 
quired by human effort, and from human teachers. “ All 
that the eyes behold,” says Dhu al-Nun, “ belongs to 
earthly knowledge, but that which the heart learns, belongs 
to certainty (the true knowledge),” and another of the 
Sufis said of it, “ Ecstasy (which belongs to an earlier stage 
of the Way) is but transient, while gnosis does not pass 
away.” 2 al-Nuri was asked by what means he had come to 
know God, and he said : “ By means of God. The intellect % 
{‘aql) is weak, it has no power except over what is as weak 
as itself. When God created the intellect. He said to it, 

* Whom am I ?’ and it remained silent. Then He shed 
upon it the light of the Unity, and it said : ‘ Thou art God,’ 
and it is not possible for the intellect to know God except 
by means of God.” Gnosis, then, in its origin, is the gift of 
God, and a Sufi writer draws a clear distinction between it 

1 al-Sarraj, Kitab al-Luma p. 36. Evagrius Ponticus had already 
connected love and knowledge, “ For the end of love is the knowledge 
of God.” 

2 KalabadhI, op. tit., fols. 28 a, 3 ib. So Isaac of Nineveh had said, 
“ When knowledge elevates itself above earthly things . . . and begins 
to try its impulses in things hidden from eyesight . . . and stretches 
itself upwards . . . then faith swallows knowledge, gives a new birth to 
it, wholly spiritual. . . . Then it is able to direct its flight towards non- 
bodily places and to examine spiritual mysteries which are attained by 
the simple and the subtle intellect. Then the inner senses awake to 
spiritual service, as the order of things which will be in the state of im- 
mortality and incorruptibility” (Mystical Treatises, p. 250). 
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and faith. Gnosis is fire and faith light, gnosis is ecstasy and 
faith a giving ; the difference between the believer and the 
gnostic is that the believer sees by the light of God, and the 
gnostic sees by means of God Himself ; the heart of the be- 
liever finds rest in worship, but the gnostic finds rest only 
in God . 1 Again we are told that God makes His servant to 
know Him through Himself, by a knowledge unrelated to 
any faculty, in which the existence of man is seen to be 
transient, so that egoism in concern for this existence to the 
gnostic is treachery, therefore his remembrance of God is 
without forgetfulness, and his service without shortcoming, 
for his gnosis is a state of inspiration by God, not a matter 
of mere words. So, when the unveiling of the Divine glory 
is vouchsafed to anyone, “ his existence becomes a burden 
to him, and all his attributes a source of reproach ; he who 
belongs to God and to whom God belongs, has no concern 
with anything else. The real meaning of gnosis is to know 
that the Kingdom is God’s. When anyone knows that all 
power is in the hand of God, what further concern has he 
with the creatures, that he should be veiled from God by 
himself or by them ? All veils come from ignorance ; when 
ignorance has passed away, the veils vanish and this life, by 
means of gnosis, becomes one with the life to come .” 2 
Gnosis, then, is the life of the heart in God, and the turning 
away of the eye of the soul from all save God. “ The pur- 
pose of the gnostics,” says al-Ghazalx, “ is only to attain 
to this knowledge and possess it, for it is a consolation 
unknown to the souls from which it is hidden, and when 
it is attained, it destroys all anxieties and sensual desires 
and the heart becomes filled with its grace. Even if the 
gnostic were cast into the fire, he would not feel it, be- 
cause of his absorption, and if the favours of Paradise were 
spread out before him, he would not turn towards them, be- 
cause of the perfection of the grace that is in him and his 
perfect attainment, which is above all else that can be at- 
tained .” 8 

This gnosis is constantly identified, by the Sufis, with 
light, a light which shines upon the soul and enlightens it, 

1 al-Sarraj, Kitab al-Luma\ pp. 40, 41. 

2 Hujwirl, op. tit., pp. 347, 35 i. 3 Ihya, iv. 267, 
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and which comes from the Light of lights, and as it is one 
in nature with that inaccessible, essential Light, so it shall 
be commingled with it once again, and the two become one, 
as the spark returns to the flame and is absorbed in it once 
more. “ Verily knowledge is a light which God casts into 
the heart,” says Abu Talib, and again, “ The servant does 
not attain to contemplation of the doctrine of the Unity, 
except by means of gnosis, and gnosis is the light of cer- 
tainty .” 1 It is the light which sheds its rays from the Face 
of the Essence, and the same writer gives a Sufi prayer which 
runs, “ O God, give me light in my heart and light in my 
tomb, and light in my hearing and light in my sight and 
light in my feeling and light in all my body, and light before 
me and light behind me and light on my right hand and light 
on my left, and light above me and light beneath me. O 
Lord, increase light within me, and give me light and illu- 
minate me. These are the lights which the prophet asked for, 
verily to possess such light means to be contemplated eter- 
nally by the Light of light .” 2 This g nosis is the knowledge 
which comes, therefore, not by hearing, but by seeing, con- 
cerning which al-Ghazali says : “ Take what you see, and 
leave that which you only hear ; when the sun rises, you 
have no need of Saturn ,” 3 and Abu Talib writes in the 
same strain that true gnosis lies in contemplation and it is 
the eye of certainty itself.' 

Gno sig. then, means the Vision, for when the eye of the 
soul is stripped of all the veils which hindered it from seeing 
God, then it beholds the reality of the Divine attributes by its 
own inner light, which goes far beyond the light which is 
given to perfect faith, for gnosis, as we have seen, belongs 
to a sphere quite other than that of faith . 4 So also Isaac of 
Nineveh had said : “You see God as soon as you know 
Him.” The Prophet himself had said ; “ Worship God as if 
you saw Him,” and on this saying the Sufis based their 
doctrine of Contemplation and the Vision of God face to 
face, even in this life, for those who had attained to gnosis. 
He who is most sincere in self-discipline, we are told, is 
most assured in contemplation, for there is a close relation 

1 Qfit al-Oulub, i. 135, 1 1 9 (ef. IJthulujiya Aristatalis, p. 3). 

a Ibid., i. 6. 3 Ihya, i., 22. 4 Qiit al-Quliib, i. 135, 15 1. 
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between outer mortification and inner contemplation, but 
when self-will is annihilated in this world, contemplation is 
attained, and when contemplation is assured, there is no 
difference between this world and the next. Muhammad b. 
al-Fadl said, on this subject of contemplation, “ I wonder at 
those who seek the House of God (the Ka'ba) in this world ; 
why do they not seek to contemplate Him in their hearts ? 
For sometimes they find the House, and sometimes they fail 
to find it, and contemplation they might always find. If it is 
incumbent on them to visit a stone, where they may behold 
Him, once a year, surely there is a greater obligation to visit 
the heart, where He may be contemplated hundreds of times 
each day. For the true sanctuary is the place where contem- 
plation is ; and only that one to whom the whole world is 
the trysting-place where he draws near to God and a place 
of retreat where he finds fellowship with Him, knows what 
it is to be the friend of God. When the veil has been re- 
moved, the whole world is his sanctuary, but while he is 
still veiled, the world will remain dark to him, for the darkest 
of things is the dwelling-place of the Beloved, without 
the Beloved.” There are two kinds of contemplation, one 
which arises from perfect certainty, and the other which 
arises from rapturous love, for when the lover arrives at the 
abode of Love, his whole being becomes absorbed in the 
idea of the Beloved and he sees naught else. 1 So Abu Sa‘id 
al-Kharraz says : “ From one who contemplates God in his 
heart is hidden all else, and all things are reduced to naught, 
and he passes away in the Presence of God’s Majesty and 
there remains naught in his heart save God alone.” 2 

Of the effect of such contemplation, we read that, “ When 
God manifests Himself to the heart of His servant by dis- 
playing His Majesty he is filled with awe ( hayba ), and when” 
He manifests Himself to the heart of His servant by dis- 
playing His Beauty, he feels the intimacy of fellowship (urn). 
Those who feel awe because of His Majesty are troubled, 
but those who feel fellowship because of His Beauty are full 
of joy. There is a difference between the heart which from 
the sight of His Majesty is consumed in the fire of love, and 

1 al-HujwIrl, op. tit., pp. 423 ff. 

a al-Sarraj, Kitab al-Luma‘, p. 68. 
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that heart which from the sight of His Beauty is illumined by 
the light of contemplation. The power of awe is brought to 
bear on the carnal soul and its desires, and causes what be- 
longs to human nature to perish, and the power of fellow- 
ship is brought to bear on the inmost heart and gives rise 
to gnosis there. Therefore God, by the revelation of His 
Majesty, causes the carnal souls of His lovers to pass away, 
and by the revelation of His Beauty gives immortality to 
their hearts.” 1 

al-Ghazall writes of the stages of the mystic experience 
which leads, through contemplation, to the unveiling of the 
Blessed Vision. The inclination of the Sufis, he says, is 
towards the knowledge which is the result of inspiration not 
study, therefore they are not eager to study human know- 
ledge, nor to assimilate what authors have written, but they 
say that the Way is the choice of contemplation, and the an- 
nihilation of blameworthy qualities and the cutting off of all 
ties, and concerning oneself completely with God, and when 
anyone attains to that, it is as if God Himself had taken 
possession of His servant’s heart, and was responsible for 
illuminating him with the light of gnosis. And when God 
controls the affairs of the heart, mercy is bestowed upon it, 
and light shines within it, and the breast is enlarged, and 
the secret of the invisible world is revealed to that one, and 
the veil of heedlessness, by God’s mercy, is taken away from 
before the heart, and the inner meaning of the Divine Truth 
is made perfect therein. The servant is able only to be pre- 
pared for the Divine penetration, and his concern is with 
the sincere will and the ardent desire, and the watching in 
continuous expectation for what God of His grace shall 
reveal to him, for to the prophets and saints is the mystery 
revealed, and upon their hearts the light is shed, not by 
learning and study and the reading of books, but by asceti- 
cism in this world, and escape from its claims, and freedom 
of the heart from all preoccupations, and by concerning 
oneself wholly with God, and when anyone belongs to God,l 
1 God belongs to him. The Sufis assert that the beginning of 
the Way consists in cutting off all ties, so that the heart will 
reach the stage in which the existence or non-existence of 

1 al-HujwIri, op. at., pp. 490, 492. 
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everything will be all one. Then the mystic will go into 
retreat alone, and there with a heart at leisure will strive to 
occupy his mind with nothing but God. It is not for him 
to choose to attract the mercy of God, but in what he does 
he exposes himself to the breath of the Divine grace, and 
there remains only the expectation of what God will reveal 
of His grace. Then if the mystic is free from all distractions, 
the Light of God will shine upon his heart, and it will be 
at the first like a blinding flash of lightning. Its sojourn is but 
brief, but it will return, for it is the prelude of a constant 
communion with God. 1 al-Shibll also, with the mystic ex-’ 
perience in his mind, had defined Sufism as “ a burning 
| flash of lightning,” 2 and al-Qushayrl says, “ It begins with 
flashes of light, then rays of light, then the light shining 
forth in its full splendour ; for the flashes are like lightning 
which appears only to vanish again, and the rays appear 
from the flashes and do not cease so speedily, but the light 
in its full splendour remains for a longer time, and is greater 
in its power and more enduring in its stay.” 3 So it is with 
the Divine Vision. 

This is the moment when God reyeals Himself ( muka -' 
shija), when the veil is taken away and the Divine Glory is 
manifested in all its splendour to the mystic, so clearly that 
he has no doubt of it. But the unveiling of that Divine Glory 
is among the “ unspeakable things ” which it is not per- 
mitted to describe, nor in truth is it describable. It is an ex- 
perience not to be shared with any to whom God has not 
unveiled Himself, and were any to seek to share it with 
others, the world itself would dissolve into ruins, so ob- 
serves al-Ghazall. To that one to whom the Vision is re- 
vealed, the delight arising from the Beauty of the Lord 
means joy unspeakable. “ How can he who understands 
only the love of sensible things, believe in the joy of looking 
upon the Face of God Most High ? For such a one there 
is no Vision — and what meaning is there for him in the 
promise of God Most High to His worshippers and in His 

1 Ihya, iii. 16, 17. 

3 Pascal, to whom the overwhelming consciousness of God came in 
the flash of a single moment, described it by the one word “ Fire.” 

3 Kisdla, p. 53, 
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statement that He gives the greatest of all graces ? But he 
who knows God, knows that all joys (save only those of 
sensual desire) are included in this joy.” 1 

In the moment of beholding that Vision of the Beauty 
Supreme, the soul passes away from itself, from all sense- 
impressions and from knowledge of all creaturely states. . 
This is the annihilation of the personal self ( fand y ), and 
though the self may seem to be there, it is in truth dead to 
all save God Himself. 2 It was of this that al-Junayd said, 
“ God gives to the adept the sharp desire to behold His. 
essence, then knowledge becomes vision, and vision revela- 
tion, and revelation contemplation, and contemplation 
existence (with and in God). Words are hushed to silence, 
life becomes death, explanations come to an end, signs are 
effaced, disputes are cleared up. Mortality (Jand ’ ) is ended 
and immortality (baga ’) is made perfect. Weariness and care 
cease, the elements perish, and there remains what will not 
cease, as time that is timeless ceases not.” 3 

Ya‘qub al-Nahrajuri, the Sufi, asked about the true mean- 
ing of /ana’ and baqa\ said : “ Tru tfana’ is the vision of the 
relation of the worshipper to God Most Glorious, and true 
baqa ’ is the vision of the relation of God to all worship.” 4 
So also another Sufi wrote, “ The end of the worship of God 
is that he who worships should pass away in worship from 
worship, and be absorbed in Him Whom he worships, not 
to return again to the station of worship, and this is the, 
state in which perishability perishes, fana al-fana .” 5 In dying 
to itself, the soul has become alive in God, with Whom it is 
now united in a deathless union. “ The meaning of union 
( ittisal ) is that the heart should be separated from all save 
God and should glorify none save Him and hearken to none 
save Him. It means the heart’s attainment to the state in 

1 Ihya, iv. 267. 

2 Qushayrl, op. cit., p. 49. Cf. also KalabadhI, op. cit., fol. 31 b. So 
the Christian mystic St. John of the Cross wrote some five centuries 
later : “ The soul knows well that in the instant of that Vision it will be 
itself absorbed and transformed into that Beauty, and be made beauti- 
ful like it.” 

3 al-Munawwar, Asrar al-Tawhid, p. 378. 

4 al-Sarraj, Kitab al-Luma‘, p. 213. 

s JamI, Nafahdt al-Uns, p. 161. 
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which it is occupied by the glory of the One to the exclusion 
of all else ” 1 

This is the end of the Path, when the mystic is rapt up 
into union with the Divine and the soul becomes one with 
God — not by annihilation, for it subsists in Him, as the drop 
subsists when it is merged in the ocean, and the spark when 
it returns to the flame, no longer as a separate entity, but by 
absorption and transmutation, for the part has returned to 
become one with the Whole. Those who have trodden the 
mystic Way, we read, are agreed that when a man has passed 
through the “ stations ” and the “ states,” and is no more 
subject to change or decay, and has acquired all virtuous 
qualities, he is no longer endowed with qualities. His pres- 
ence with God is continuous, and when he has reached this 
stage he has passed away from this world and the next, and 
in the disappearance of his humanity he has become Divine 
( rabbdni ). Gold and clay are all one to him, and the com- 
mands which others find most difficult to observe become 
easy to him. He is submerged in the sea of the Unity, lost 
to feeling and action, absorbed only in the Divine Reality. 
God has fulfilled in him that which He willed for him, that 
his last state should become his first state again, and that he 
should now be as he was before he came into existence, 
when the spirit, not joined as yet to the body, dwelt in the 
Light and Presence of God . 2 

Mortality has become immortality, the corruptible has 
put on incorruption. These terms, says al-Hujwirl, “ are 
applied by the Sufis to the degree of perfection attained by 
the saints who have escaped from the pain of conflict and 
the fetters of the ‘ stations,’ and the vicissitudes of the 
‘ states,’ and whose search has ended in discovery. They 
have beheld all things visible and have heard all things 
audible, and have come to know all the secrets of the heart, 
and have realised how imperfect is all that they have dis- 
covered, and turning aside from it all, have of set purpose 
become annihilated to all desire, and have become without 
desire, and having thus passed away from mortality, they 

1 al-Kalabadhl, op. tit fol. 30 a. 

2 al-Hujwirl, op tit., pp. 38, 363. 
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have attained to perfect immortality.” 1 * This is the Unitive 
Life, the transcending of the temporal and the material in 
union with the Abiding and the Real, the dying to the old 
life of the natural man, with all its limitations and desires, 
and the attainment of a new supernatural life, which is ever- 
lasting. Of this state of Union, one of the Sufi gnostics 
said : “ If God Most Glorious manifests His Essence to 
anyone, that one will find all his own essence and attributes 
and actions utterly absorbed in the light of God’s Essence 
and the Divine qualities and actions and will ; and he sees 
his essence to be the Essence of the One, and his attributes 
to be the attributes of God, and his actions to be God’s 
actions, because of his complete absorption in Union with 
the Divine ; and beyond this stage, there is no further stage 
of union for man. For when the eye of the soul — the spiri- 
tual vision — is rapt away to the contemplation of the Divine 
Beauty, the light of the understanding, whereby we distin- 
guish between things, is extinguished in the dazzling light 
of the Eternal Essence, and the distinction between the tem- 
poral and the eternal, the perishable and the imperishable, 
is taken away, and this state is called “ Union.” 3 

The Quest has ended and the Path has led the seeker to 
the Goal. The soul, purified and perfected, has passed away 
from self and is abiding in God ; in His Presence it dwells 
for evermore, contemplating the Divine beauty, penetrat- 
ing the mysteries of the Divine Unity, knowing naught but 
the Beloved, and doing naught save in accordance with His 
Will. It has returned to, and become one with, the One and 
the AU. 

1 al-Hujwirl, pp. 3x2, 313. Cf. Evelyn Underhill : “ To be a mystic is 
simply to participate here and now in real eternal life, in the fullest, 
deepest sense which is possible to man” ( Mysticism , p. 534). 

8 Jami, op. cit., p. 527. Cf. Suso, the German mystic of the four- 

teenth century : “ This highest stage of union is an indescribable ex- 
perience, in which all idea of images and forms and differences has 
vanished. All consciousness of self and of all things has gone and the 
soul is plunged into the abyss of the Godhead, and the spirit has be- 
come one with God.” 
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CHAPTER X 

SOME EARLY SUFI MYSTICS 

Among the early Sufis whom we have mentioned as being 
conspicuous for their asceticism were some who were also 
true mystics and responsible for definitely mystical teaching 
which has come down to us. 

(a) Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya of Basra 1 

Such was Rabi‘a al-‘ Adawiyya of Basra, a mystic of a fine 
and saintly type, of whom her biographer, the poet ‘Attar, 
wrote, “ Rabi‘a was unique, because, in her relations with 
God and her knowledge of things Divine, she had no equal. 
She was deeply venerated by all the great Sufis of her time 
and was an unquestioned authority to her contemporaries.” 2 
She was one who was not content to follow the leading of 
others, and to accept their authority in matters of religion ; 
unlike most of the Sufis, she seems never even to have 
studied under any shaykh or spiritual director, but she 
sought for a direct and personal experience of God. ‘Abd 
al-Qadir al-JIlanl, the patron saint of Baghdad and founder 
of the Qadiriyya order of dervishes (ob. a.d. 1166), con- 
sidered that true believers were of two classes, first those 
who sought a master to teach them the way leading to God, 
to act as an intermediary between them and God, and this 
class would not accept as evidence of the right path any- 
thing in which they could not see the footsteps of the Pro- 
phet before them ; and second, those who in seeking to 
tread the Path, did not look before them for the footprint 
of any of God’s creatures, for they had removed all thought 
of what He had created from their hearts, and concerned 
themselves solely with God. It was to this second class, he 
said, that Rabi‘a belonged. 3 

1 See above, pp. 185 ff. 2 ‘Atfar, op. tit., i. 59. 

3 al-MunawI, “ Kawaqib,” fol. j 1 b. 
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Rabi'a’s conception of the nature of God was in the main 
that of an orthodox Muslim, as we might expect from her 
early date. He was to her the One, and to set any other 
beside Him was polytheism. So she could feel no reverence 
even for the House of God, the sacred Ka‘ba. “ It is the 
Lord of the house Whom I need,” she said ; “ what have 
I to do with the house ?” Her Lord was her mihrcib , and 
towards Him she faced as her qibla . 1 Beside the One Reality 
all other things to her seemed transient and unreal, whether 
in this world or the next. One fair spring morning her ser- 
vant said to her, “ O mistress, come out to behold the works 
of God,” but Rabi'a, occupied within in the worship of 
God, replied, “ Come you inside that you may behold their 
Maker. Contemplation of the Maker has turned me aside 
from what He has made .” 2 So also when asked if she had 
no desire for Paradise, she answered, “ The neighbour first 
and then the house .” 3 God, to her, was the giver of all good 
gifts, for He was the Sole Cause of all existent things and 
the Sole Agent. Rabi'a speaks of God as her Sustainer and 
her Life, the Bestower of all favours, the Giver of all assist- 
ance, all grace, all gifts. 

Yet, with all her reverence for the infinite Greatness and 
Majesty of God and her sense of the infinite littleness of His 
creatures in comparison with Him, Rabi'a believed that 
there might be the closest and tenderest relation between 
the soul and God. She held that the spirit had come from 
God and must return to Him. Asked whence she had come, 
she said, “ From that other world.” When asked again, 
“ Whither are you going ?” she replied, “ To that other 
world .” 4 Rabi‘a, therefore, believed that it was possible for 
the soul to ascend again to God, and, when made fit by 
purification to receive His revelation, and to look upon 
God unveiled in all His glory, and in that Vision to pass into 

1 ‘Attar, op. cit., i. 62; al-Hurayfish, al-Kawd al-Fa'iq , p. 214. The 
mihrdb is the chief niche in a mosque, facing towards Mecca, where the 
Imam leads the congregation in prayer, and the qibla is the direction 
in which Mecca lies, towards which all Muslims pray. 

2 ‘Attar, op. cit., i. 68. 

3 al-Ghazall, Ihyd, iv. 269. 

4 ‘Attar, op. cit., i. 67. 
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union with Him. She speaks of the “ eye ” of het heart, 
that spiritual sense beyond and above reason, by which the 
Divine could be apprehended, to which those high mysteries 
could be revealed . 1 

She has much to say of the Way of purification and self- 
stripping by which the soul was fitted to receive the gifts 
which enabled it to attain to spiritual perfection, and so to 
become one with the Divine. Her peace, she says, she had 
found in solitude, and it was undoubtedly the years spent 
in retreat in a cell in the desert, before which she had been 
but a novice in the Way, which led her, through meditation 
and contemplation, to the joy of the mystic experience and 
the Unitive life. She speaks of her separation from all crea- 
tures, that is to say, that she would not allow any created 
thing to distract her for one moment from the service of the 
Creator. There is a story told of her, which illustrates her 
feeling that not even the most homely and necessary things 
in life could be allowed to separate her from her highest 
work, the contemplation of God. One night, after reciting 
the night-prayers, she fell asleep, and saw in her sleep a fair 
green tree, of great size and beauty, and upon it were fruits 
white, red and golden, such as were never seen in this earth, 
and they shone like stars and suns among the green leaves 
of the tree. Rabi‘a was greatly struck by its beauty, and asked 
to whom it belonged. She was told that it was hers and the 
fruits thereon her praises of God. As she walked around it, 
she saw a number of golden fruits lying on the ground under 
the tree, and she said, “ Surely it would be better that these 
fruits should be among the others on the tree,” and she was 
told, “ They would have been there, but that you, when you 
were praising God, were thinking to yourself, ‘ Is the dough 
leavened or not ?’ and so these fruits fell off .” 2 So Rabi‘a 
learnt to give her whole mind to her prayers and her worship 
of God. Like others of the early Sufis and of the early 
Christian mystics, she felt the downward drag of this 
present world and its attractions, and therefore cut herself 
off from its temptations. None realised more thoroughly the 
impossibility of serving two masters, and she gladly sacri- 
ficed the temporal and that which to her was unreal, for the 

‘ al-Hurayflsh, op. (it., p. 213. 2 Abu Talib, op. (it., i. 103. 
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sake of the abiding and the Real. She said once : “ If a man 
possessed the whole world he would not be wealthy there- 
by,” and when asked the reason for such a seeming paradox, 
she said, “ Because it perishes and passes away .” 1 When her 
disciple, Sufyan al-Thawrl, asked her, “ What should the 
servant do who desires proximity to his Lord ?” she replied : 
“ He should possess nothing in this world or the next save I 
Him.”* 

Rabi‘a taught that it was necessary to add to the purifica- 
tion of the soul from the grosser desires of the senses and 
of self-indulgence, the purification of the inward faculties, 
so that the feelings and the will might be brought into com- 
plete harmony with the Eternal Will of God. To her friend 
Sufyan, who asked her what she desired, she said, “ I am a 
servant, and what has a servant to do with desire ? If I will 
anything and my Lord does not will it, this would be un- 
belief. That should be willed which He wills, in order to be 
His true servant.” Urged by the same visitor to pray for re- 
lief from illness which had laid her aside, she said, “ O Sufyan, 
do you not know Who it is that wills this suffering for me ? 
Is it not God Who wills it ?” He agreed, and she continued, 
“ When you know this, why do you bid me ask for what is 
contrary to His will ? It is not well to oppose one’s Be- 
loved .” 3 To Rabi'a, prayer was not primarily a matter of 
intercession, it was rather a time of communion with her 
Lord, in which she might discover what was His will for 
her. To Malik Dinar, a fellow Sufi, who suggested that he 
might ask wealthy friends of his to alleviate her poverty, 
Rabi'a said : “ Is it not the same One Who gives daily bread 
both to me and to them ?” He said, “ It is,” and Rabi‘a then 
said, “ Will He forget the poor because of their poverty or 
remember the rich because of their riches ? Since He knows 
what is my state, what have I to remind Him of ? What He 
wills, we should also will .” 4 In one of her prayers which has 
come down to us, she prays O my God, my concern and 
my desire in this world is that I should remember Thee, 
above all the things of this world, and in the next, that out 
of all who are in that world, I should meet with Thee alone. 

1 al-MunawI, op. tit., fol. 5 1 a. 3 Jam!, Nafahat al-Uns., p. 716- 

3 ‘Attar, op. tit., i. 70, 71. 4 Ibid., i. 71. 
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This only I would say, * Thy Will be done.’ 1 So she taught 
the doctrine of Unification (tawhU ). the merging of the per- 
sonal will in the One DivineWiU. 

But Rabi‘a, though she served her Lord with reverence 
and humility, was primarily a lover, and to her, God was, 
first of all, the Beloved and the Friend. She was one of the 
first among the Sufis to teach that Love was the guide of the 
mystic on the Path, and that only through Love could the 
seeker be perfected, and the soul, with the dross purged 
away by that all-devouring flame, be enabled to penetrate 
into the very shrine of the Divine Mysteries. To her Lord, 
Rabi'a speaks in the language of Love. “ O my Joy and my 
Desire, my Life and my Friend. If Thou art satisfied with 
me, then, O Desire of my heart, my happiness is attained.” 2 
At night, alone upon her roof under the eastern sky, she used 
to pray, “ O my Lord, the stars are shining and the eyes of 
men are closed, and kings have shut their doors, and every 
lover is alone with his beloved, and here am I alone with 
Thee.” 3 This all-absorbing love filled her heart to the ex- 
clusion of all lesser affections. Asked if she loved the Lord 
of Glory, Rabi'a answered, “ Yes,” but when asked if she 
hated Satan, she replied that her love for God left no room 
for hating Satan. She said of herself, “ My love to God has 
so possessed me that no place remains for loving or hating 
any save Him.’j, She was asked, “ What is Love ?” and she 
said in reply : “ Love has come from Eternity and passes 
into Eternity.? 4 Asked by Sufyan al-Thawri what was the 
essence of her faith, Rabi'a answered, “ I have not served 
God from fear of Hell, for I should be but a wretched hire- 
ling if I did it from fear ; nor from love of Paradise, for I 
should be an unworthy servant if I served for the sake of what 
Iwas given, but I have served Him only for the love of Him and 
[desire for Him.” 6 This teaching of RabiVs reminds usof what 
the Christian mystic JohnClimacus wroteonthis subject: “All 
those who have gladly renounced the world, have done so 
either because of their many sins or because of the Kingdom 

1 Attar, op. tit., i. 7}. 2 al-Hurayflsh, op. cit., p. 213. 

3 Cf. al-Ghazall, Ihya, iv. 353. 

4 - Attar, op. cit., i. 67. Cf. above Dionysius, p. 83. 

6 Abu Taiib, op. cit., ii. 5 7. 



SOME EARLY SUFI MYSTICS 223 

to come, or from love of God. Every turning away from the 
world that does not spring from one of these motives is 
irrational. Renunciation of the first type is called idle by the 
Initiated ; for they say : “ Where there is no sin, there does 
not originate fear of torment.” The like is said of the second 
type of renunciation. For the Initiated say : “ He who turns 
his back to pleasures in view of remuneration, is the mill of 
the ass, which is always set into motion on account of the 
same motive. But he who turns away on account of the love 
of God will at once, even in the beginning, acquire warmth 
like fire. And when his fire is thrown on the fuel, it will 
gradually become strong and blazing.” 1 

RabiVs verses on the two kinds of love to God, the self- 
seeking, and that which is pure from all self-interest, have 
become famous. They run thus : 

“ I have loved Thee with two loves, a selfish love and a love 
that is worthy of Thee. 

As for the love which is selfish, therein I occupy myself 
with Thee, to the exclusion of all others. 

But in the love which is worthy of Thee, Thou dost raise 
the veil that I may see Thee. 

Yet is the praise not mine in this or that. 

But the praise is to Thee in both that and this.” 

And one writer adds another fragment to these verses : 

“ O Beloved of hearts, I have none like unto Thee, 
Therefore have pity this day on the sinner who comes to 
Thee. 

0 my Hope and my Rest and my Delight, 

The heart can love none other but Thee.” 2 

Rabi‘a, then, taught the doctrine of Pure Love, love that 
sought for no reward, and that loved only for the sake of 
the Beloved and His glory. To such a lover she taught — 
and we cannot doubt that her teaching rested on her own 
experience — that the Beatific Vision was revealed, and God 
unveiled Himself in all His Beauty. She tells how she her- 
self knew what it was to contemplate that Beauty Supreme 

1 Cf. A. Wensinck, Book of the Dove, pp. cxiv., cxv. 

a al-Hurayfish, op. cit ., p. 213. Cf. also al-KaJabadhi, op. cit., fol. jo b. 
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with the eye of the soul, made athirst for that Vision by its 
love. For that Vision of surpassing loveliness she was pre- 
pared to give up all lesser joys. “ O my Lord,” she prayed, 
“ if I worship Thee from fear of Hell, burn me in Hell, and 
if I worship Thee in hope of Paradise, exclude me thence, but 
if I worship Thee for Thine own sake, then withhold not from 
me Thine Eternal Beauty.” As we have seen from her verses 
quoted above, that prayer was granted, and to this ardent 
lover of His the Beloved unveiled Himself, that she might 
look upon Him face to face. And in that supreme moment 
was consummated the mystic marriage of the soul with God. 
She had said to an earthly suitor, “ I have ceased to exist 
and have passed out of Self. I exist in Him and am altogether 
His.” This temporal life for her had ceased to be, for she 
had entered into the eternal life with God. From the be- 
ginning of her Quest, Rabi‘a had looked unfalteringly to- 
wards that supreme Goal. “ My hope is for union with 
Thee,” she prayed, “ for that is the goal of my desire.” 2 
Once, when sick with longing, she had said, “ The healing 
for my Wound is union with the Friend ; only so can I find 
ease.” 8 Again she said : “ The groaning and the yearning 
of the lover of God will not be satisfied until it is satisfied 
in the Beloved.” 4 She knew what that satisfaction meant, 
for she was herself living the unitive life in union with her 
Beloved, so that she could say, “ My Beloved is always with 
me,” and there are lines of hers which show how she was 
ever conscious of that life of union within : 

“ I have made Thee the Companion of my heart, 

But my body is available for those who seek its company. 
And my body is friendly towards its guests, 

But the Beloved of my heart is the Guest of my soul.” 5 

She had trodden the mystic Way to the end, the loving 
soul had been made one with its Beloved, and so Rabi'a the 
mystic, “ that one on fire with love and longing, that one 

1 ‘Attar, op. cit.y i. 73. 

2 al-Hurayflsh, op. cit p. 214. 

3 ‘Attar, op. cit., i. 69. 

4 SuhrawardI, 'Awdrif al-Mcfarif (margin), lhya> iv. 343. 

8 Jbn Kh$dlikan ? Wafayat , i., No. 230, 
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enamoured of the desire to approach her Lord, and be con- 
sumed in His Glory,” attained to the goal of her desire, and 
“ lost herself in union with the Divine.” 1 


( b ) Harith al-MuhasibI 

Another of the early Sufis who, though he laid much 
emphasis in his teaching on asceticism and quietism, was 
a true mystic — to whose mystical writings later Sufis were 
much indebted, and not least among them al-Ghazali him- 
self — was Harith b. Asad al-Muhasibi 2 the author of a 
number of mystical works, among them being the Kitab al- 
Ri‘aya lihuqiiq Allah iva'l Qiyam biha (“ The Observance of 
the Law of God and the Abiding therein ”), which has been 
described as the finest manual of the interior life which Islam 
has produced. 3 This is concerned chiefly with the Way, but 
others of his writings give us more definitely mystical 
teaching. 

His ideas of the nature of God are those of the early 
orthodox Sufis. God is the All-Sufficing, the Merciful, the 
Loving ( wadud ), the Hearing, the All-Knowing, Who is 
constantly acting, and distracted by nothing from His work. 
He knows what is hidden and what is beyond the hidden ; 
He penetrates into the secret recesses of the heart and sees 
all the actions of men, and is aware of what they whisper 
among themselves, and of their private concerns and wishes 
and the evil thoughts suggested to them by Satan, and all 
things above them and below them. 4 

al-Muhasibi held that the soul of man, in its spiritual part, 
the higher soul, had existed before it was united with the 
body, and he believed that God had implanted within it 
something of His own Essence, which would enable it ulti- 
mately to return to union with Himself. 5 The lower soul, 
however, the carnal self ( najs ), was in his view the seat of 

1 A full account of the life and teaching of Rabi'a of Basra is given in 

my Rabi‘a the Mystic and her Fellow-Saints in Islam. 

3 See above, pp. 188 ff. 

3 L. Massignon. 

4 “ Muhasibat al-Nuftis,” fol. 66 b. 

* Faslfi ‘1 Mapabba, “ Hilya,” fol. 232 b. 
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all evil. Therefore the first and most essential duty for the 
one who sought to return to God was to conquer the self. 
“ Put your carnal self where God has put it,” he writes, “ and 
describe it as He has described it, and get the better of it, 
for whether it be your servant, it is from Satan, or whether 
it overpowers you, Satan- is within it. Everything which 
comes from it is deceitful, and no deed of it is praiseworthy, 
or tends to the Truth. When you hope to be quit of it, it will 
strengthen itself, and if you neglect to examine ( muhasibat ) 
it, you will fall under its control, and if you weaken in your 
struggles against it, you will be overwhelmed, and if you 
follow it in its desires, you will go down into Hell. The 
truth is not in it, nor any tendency to good. It is the source 
of affliction and the origin of all evil. None knows it save 
its Creator. It is incumbent upon you to examine the self 
continually, and to seek to know it and to oppose it, and to 
fight against it in all to which it summons you.” 1 For each 
one, therefore, who would tread the upward way, know- 
ledge of four kinds is most important : first, knowledge of 
God, that is, the knowledge of His Unity and His power, 
which will lead a man to conversion, when he turns his back 
on all that belongs to the self and the world, and sets his 
face towards God ; second, knowledge of the enemy of God 
(Satan), for this will prepare a man for pitfalls on the up- 
ward Way ; third, knowledge of the Self, so prone to evil, 
which will lead to its conquest ; and fourth, knowledge of 
the work of God, which will enable a man, by His grace, 
to go forward and upward on the right Path. 2 “ Know- 
ledge,” says al-Muhasibi, “ is the place of perfection, and 
ignorance the place of search, and knowledge at the outer 
entrance is better than ignorance at the door. Knowledge 
brings a man to the degree of perfection, but ignorance does 
not allow him to pass through (even) the door. Knowledge, 
in truth, is greater than action, because it is possible to know 
God by means of knowledge, and none can find Him merely 
by action. If it were possible without knowledge to find the 
way to Him, the Christians and monks in their austerities 
would behold Him face to face, and sinful believers (Mus- 
lims) would fail of that sight. Ignorance is an attribute of 
1 “ Muhasibat al-Nufus/’ fol. 68 b. 3 Ibid., fol. 67 a. 



SOME EARLY SUFI MYSTICS 227 

the slave, but knowledge is an attribute of God Himself.” 1 
Self-examination, then, is essential for the process of purifi- 
cation, and so also is a rule of life, which represents the first 
stage of the Way. This will lead on to the second stage, that 
of Illumination, when the mystic ecstasy (ahwal) will be ex- 
perienced by the soul, and this is 'the stage of meditation and 
contemplation (muraqiba) which is the “ gate ” of gnosis. 
“ Action by the movements of the heart in the contempla- 
tion of invisible things,” he says, “ is better than action by 
the movements of the limbs.” 2 

Those who faithfully follow out the rule of life which 
will purify them from the evil of the carnal self, and who give 
themselves to meditation upon their Lord, are His lovers, 
for love of what He ordains arises from love of Himself, and 
it is God Who has enabled His servants to love Him. “ That 
is because it is He Who has made Himself known to them. 
Who has led them to obey Him, Who has showed love to- 
wards them, though they had no claim upon Him. He de- 
posited love for Himself as a trust in the hearts of His lovers. 
Then He invested their utterances with shining light, 
through the strength of His love in their hearts. When He 
had thus done, He showed them to His angels, rejoicing 
in them. Before creating them, He praised them, and before 
they praise Him, He has thanked them, because He knew 
aforetime in regard to them, that He would inspire them 
with what had been written of them, and told of them by 
Him. Then He brought them forth to His creation, when 
He had appropriated their hearts exclusively to Himself, 
and so He delivered the hearts of the Wise over to creation 
(i.e., He invested the spirits of His saints with mortal bodies 
and brought them into existence in this world), having en- 
dowed their hearts with the precious secret which would 
lead them into union with the Beloved. Then, desiring that 
they, and mankind by means of them, should find life in 
Himself, He granted unto them the mystic gnosis. When 
they are in trouble, by the light of this gnosis, they know 
where to look for a remedy. Then He causes them to know 
how the remedy does its work, and how they can be helped 

1 al-HujwIri, op. cit., pp. 154, 135. 

3 al-Sulaml, op. cit., fol. 12 b. 
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to heal their own hearts. Then He commands them to com- 
fort those who suffer, and to intercede on their behalf, and 
He promises them an answer to such intercessions. He calls 
upon them to concentrate their minds in listening with the 
ear of the heart to His words, as He says to them, “ O you, 
you who are My witnesses ! If any comes to you sick, be- 
cause he has lost Me, heal him ; or a fugitive from My ser- 
vice, bring him back ; or heedless of My comfort and My 
grace, remind him of them. Verily, I shall be your best 
Physician, for I am gentle, and he who is gentle takes as His 
servants only those who are gentle .” 1 God does not reveal 
the secret of Love to the unworthy, for He guards it jeal- 
ously as that which must be given to Himself alone, since it 
came from Him and subsists in Him . 2 

This is the yearning love of those who are conscious that 
they have come from God and seek reunion with Him again. 
al-Muhasibl speaks of love to God as being “ a strong 
yearning,” which is the heart’s remembrance in contempla- 
tion of the One yearned for, and its expectation of the. state 
of reunion . 3 “ Love to God,” he says, “ is the kindling of 
the heart with joy, because of the proximity of its Beloved, 
for when the heart is alight with joy, it finds delight in soli- 
tude, in the remembrance of its Beloved, for in solitude 
love rises up triumphant. Fear, too, is necessary to the heart, 
but it does not rise up until all desire for disobedience has 
died away from the heart, and the foundations of desire 
have been overthrown by the strength of fear. Then fellow- 
ship with God finds a place in the heart, for the sign of fel- 
lowship with God is intolerance of all save Him. Then when 
solitude gives rise to the prayer of inward converse with 
God ( munajat ), the sweetness of that inward converse per- 
vades the whole mind, so that it is no longer concerned with 
this world and what is therein .” 4 

With Love, Muhasibi associates Satisfaction, the final 

1 Here, as elsewhere in al-Muhasibi’s teaching, there is a re-echo of 
the Gospel. We have here the conception of the Good Physician, and 
a reminder of Christ’s words, “ Learn of Me, for I am meek and lowly 
in heart and ye shall find rest unto your souls ” (Matt. xi. 29). 

2 “ HUya,” fol. 232L 

8 Ibid., fol. 232 a. 


4 Ibid., fols. 232 b, 233 a. 
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station on the Path before the seeker is granted the mystic 
“ states ” of Illumination. There is the satisfaction of God 
with His servant, and the satisfaction of the servant in God. 
al-Hujwir!, giving us al-Muhasibl’s teaching on Satisfaction, 
writes, “ The Divine Satisfaction is shown in God’s willing- 
ness to bestow rewards and grace and favour upon His ser- 
vant, and human satisfaction is shown in carrying out God’s 
command and accepting His decrees. The Divine satisfac- 
tion precedes the human, since until man has the assistance 
of God Most Glorious, he does not accept His decrees, nor 
carry out His command. Therefore human satisfaction is 
linked up with the Divine satisfaction, and depends upon it. 
Human satisfaction, in short, is tranquillity of heart in re- 
gard to Fate, whether it be unfavourable or propitious, and 
equanimity of soul in regarding events, whether the Majesty 
of God or His Beauty be manifested therein. It is all one to 
the true servant whether he be checked by hindrances or 
prospered by favour, whether he be consumed in the fire of 
the wrath and the Majesty of God or illuminated by the light 
of His Mercy and His Beauty, since both alike witness to 
God, and whatever comes from Him is good. When the 
servant sees God’s choice and chooses it for himself, he is 
delivered from all anxieties, for satisfaction means deliver- 
ance. There are four classes of those who are satisfied with 
God. First, those who are satisfied with His gift, which is 
gnosis ; second, those who are satisfied with happiness, that 
is, this present world ; third, those who are satisfied with 
affliction, which includes trials of all kinds. Lasdy, there 
are those who are satisfied with being chosen, which is love. 
He who looks away from the Giver to the gift accepts it in 
his soul, and when he has accepted it, anxiety and grief vanish 
from his heart. He who looks away from the gift to the 
Giver loses the gift, and by his own efforts treads the way of 
satisfaction. He who is satisfied with this world will come 
to destruction and loss — it is not worth while for the friend 
of God to set his heart upon it or that any care for it should 
enter his mind. Happiness is happiness only when it leads 
to the Giver of Happiness, and that kind of happiness 
which veils a man from Him is an affliction. The one who 
is satisfied with affliction from God is satisfied because in 



z 3 o STUDIES IN EARLY MYSTICISM 

the affliction he sees the One Who sends it, and is enabled 
to endure his trouble by the contemplation of its Author, 
and he does not reckon it as pain, in the joy of contemplat- 
ing the Beloved. Finally, those who are satisfied with being 
chosen by the Beloved are His lovers, whose existence is 
unreal whether in His satisfaction or His wrath, since their 
hearts dwell ever in His Presence, and the secret resort 
of their souls is in the garden of fellowship with Him — 
their hearts are detached from the creatures and from the 
fetters of the stations, and the states, and their souls have 
escaped from all existences and have attached themselves to 
God.” Thus Satisfaction is the last of the stations ; it begins 
with striving and effort on the part of the self, but in the 
end it means escape from striving, it has become a mystic 
state, in which the soul finds perfect peace in God . 1 

So, when Love has found its perfect satisfaction in the 
Beloved, the mystic is led onwards and upwards towards 
“ the pure Vision of the Divine Essence which alone gives 
perfect joy,” and to the reunion to which his soul had been 
eternally predestined. 

In al-Muhasibi we find a true mystic, seeking first and 
foremost the purification of the inner self, and next the de- 
velopment of the life of the soul in love and knowledge until 
at last it shall be fit to look upon the Divine Beauty and to 
live the life of perfect fellowship with God. 


(/) Dhu al-Nun al-Misri 

Another of the Sufis distinguished, as we have noted, for 
his asceticism, who was also a great mystical teacher, is Dhu 
al-Nun al-Misri. Like Clement of Alexandria before him, he 
represented the Way of salvation to be the attainment of 
gnosis, and the adept Sufi he calls the gnostic. We have 
only fragments of his writings, but these show plainly that 
he was a thinker who went beyond his predecessors in his 
development of the theosophical and mystical doctrines of 
§ufism. Certain of his biographers have gone so far as to 
claim him as the chief author of §ufism . 2 

1 al-Hujwiri, op. tit., pp. 219 ff. 

4 Cf. Jami, Nafahdt al-Uns, p. 36. 
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His doctrine of God is set forth most plainly in his 
prayers, which show that he conceived of God as Creator, 
the All-Sufficient Cause of all existing things, the One Agent, 
Incomprehensible and infinitely above His creatures, and yet 
having a personal relation to them, in that He is the All- 
Merciful, Who will forgive their sins, and Who can be 
known in some measure, through His outward manifesta- 
tion of Himself, and through the gift of gnosis to His elect, 
by which they are enabled to draw nigh to God and to enter 
into fellowship with Him. In one of his prayers Dhu al- 
Nun says : “ O Lord, Thou art the most intimate of inti- 
mates with Thy friends, in supplying the needs of those who 
depend upon Thee (al-mutawakkdlun ) , and in manifesting 
Thyself to them, for their thoughts are concerned with their 
inmost selves. O God, my inmost being is unveiled in Thy 
sight and I am distressed before Thee, (but) when sin has led 
me astray, the remembrance of Thee has brought me back 
to Thy fellowship, knowing that the control of all affairs is 
in Thy hand and that they originate from Thy decrees. O 
my God, Who is more merciful than Thyself, to all my short- 
comings, for Thou hast created me weak ? And Who is 
more forgiving than Thou, for Thy knowledge of me was 
from aforetime ? Thy command to me is all-embracing ; 
I have resisted Thee only by Thy permission, and Thou hast 
reproached me therewith. I have disobeyed Thee, and Thou 
wast aware of it and hast proved me in the wrong. I ask 
Thee for the mercy that I need, and the acceptance of my 
plea — for I am poor towards Thee, and Thou art bountiful 
towards me — that Thou wilt forgive me my sins, both of 
deed and thought.” 1 Here the emphasis is laid on the Omni- 
potence and the Omniscience of God and the insufficience 
of the creature, and yet God is the Helper and man may be 
among His friends. In another prayer, he prays : “ O God, 
the power is Thine, and all excellence is Thine, and it is 
Thou Who dost help all Thy creatures with Thy strength 
and Thy power, and thou art the Doer of what Thou hast 
willed. Neither weakness nor ignorance are hindrances to 
Thee ; Thou art not subject to change nor limited by past 
and future, for both past and future were created and 
1 al-Sarraj, Kitdb al-Luma*, p. 258. 
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brought into existence by Thee. Are they not among the 
things which Thou hast created ? Thine existence has been 
manifested by proofs all around us, nor is anything created 
without Thee, for Thou art Exalted above all, ana art the 
All-Comprehensive. All that is perceived by the senses is of 
Thy creation and all that limits them (/.<?., form and space), 
for it is Thy workmanship. Thou art He Who cannot be 
apprehended in the phenomenal world. No place can do 
without Thee, and none save Thyself knows Thee, except 
by his acknowledgment of Thy Unity, and none of Thy 
creation is ignorant of Thee, except him who is wanting in 
gnosis. Nothing can divert Thee from any of Thy purposes, 
nor is there any limit to Thy Power, nor is any place devoid 
of Thy Presence, nor does any affair distract Thee from any 
other affair .” 1 

In his teaching on the relation of the soul to God, Dhu 
al-Nun, like others of these early Sufis, shows that while he 
held that the lower soul was the seat of the animal passions 
and the desires of self, and consequently the greatest hin- 
drance to be overcome by the seeker after the things of God, 
he believed that the higher soul had dwelt with God in a 
state of pre-existence, and by means of self-discipline, which 
would liberate it from the trammels of the carnal self, it 
might be enabled to return to that stage of primeval purity, 
and so to become the dwelling-place of the Most High. We 
are told how he learnt these truths from the mouth of one 
who might least have been expected to be a teacher of 
§u£l doctrine, a negro slave-girl whom he met on his travels, 
of whom he says : “ Her heart was rent asunder by her love 
of the All-Compassionate. And I said to her, * Peace be 
upon you, O my sister,’ and she said, ‘ And upon you be 
peace, O Dhu al-Nun.’ I said, ‘Whence did you know 
me ?’ and she replied, ‘ O foolish one, verily God created 
the spirits a thousand years before the bodies, and placed 
them round His Throne. Those who recognised one 
another became on terms of fellowship, and those between 
whom there was no recognition, had no intercourse with 
one another, and my spirit knew your spirit in that place.’ 
I said to her, ‘ Truly I see that you are wise. Teach me 

1 al-Sarraj, KJtdb al-Luma‘, p. 257. 
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something of what God Most High has taught you.’ Then 
she said, ‘ O Abu al-Fayd, sift your members (/'.<?., the in- 
struments of righteousness and unrighteousness, 1 ) as in a 
sieve, until there passes away all that is not God, and the 
heart shall be purified and contain naught save God Most 
Glorious. Then He will set you at His door, and give unto 
you a new friendship with Himself and will invest you with 
His treasures, because of your obedience to Him.’ ” 2 Dhu al- 
Nun himself said, “ Blessed is he who is purified and has 
closed the door (to sin). Blessed is he who hastens towards 
eternity. Blessed is he who obeys God all the day of his 
fife.” 3 

The Way, then, to Dhu al-Nun, was first of all a process 
of purification in order that the soul might be set free from 
all the fetters of the carnal self, and all the ties which bound 
it to this world, or to anything, or anyone, save God Him- 
self. Neither in fear nor in hope was He to be worshipped 
and loved by those who had attained to the true knowledge 
of Him. “ God has servants,” says Dhu al-Nun, “ who, after 
they have given up their sins out of fear of His punishment, 
have abandoned sin for ever out of shame at His clemency.” 4 
Prayer, too, must be free from the motive of the fear of mis- 
fortunes or hope of benefits ; it must be the “ loving con- 
verse of the soul with God,” which seeks only to be in His 
Presence and to look upon Him, that pure prayer which is 
wordless. “ Every intercessor,” he says, “ is veiled by his 
intercessions from contemplation of the Truth, for the Truth 
is present to the people of Truth, since God Himself is the 
Truth and His Word is Truth, and there is no need for any 
to make intercession when God Himself is present with him 
and manifested to him. If He were absent, then should in- 
tercession be made to Him.” 5 Mental prayer, therefore, is 
the form which prayer should take for the friend of God. 
Meditation ( fikra ), he says, is the key to worship, that which 

1 Cf. St. Paul, Rom. vi. 13. 

2 Taqi al-Din al-Hisnl, Siyar al-Salibat, fol. 45 . 

3 Abu Nu'aym, op. cit., fol. 203a. The word used here to imply 
blessing is tuba, used also for the Beatitudes in the Gospel. 

4 al-Sulaml, op. cit., fol. 7 b. 

5 Ibid., fols. ~]b, 8 a. 
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unlocks the doot and gives entrance into the Presence of the 
King. 

It was Love which enabled the mystic to attain to gnosis 
and to fellowship with God, Love pure and undefiled. Dhu 
al-Nun was asked what was Pure Love, free from all defile- 
ment, and he replied, “ The Pure Love of God, in which is 
no defilement, is the thrusting out from the heart and the 
members of all lesser affections, until no such affection remains 
in them, and all shall be in God and to God, and that one 
(who acts thus) is the true lover of God.” 1 Such an absorb- 
ing love means that to the lover who is possessed by it, 
death seems slow in coming, because of his longing for his 
Lord, and his desire to meet with Him, and to gaze upon 
Him. 2 True love for God is always disinterested, for such 
love is not increased by what benefits it nor decreased by 
what neglects it. Dhu al-Nun is perhaps the first to use the 
imagery of the wine of love, and the cup poured out for the 
lover to drink therefrom, an image which was so frequently 
used by the mystic poets who came after him, especially 
those of Persia. He speaks of the cup of love poured out by 
the lover, and again he says : “ Drink the wine of His love 
for thee, so that He may intoxicate thee with thy love for 
Him.” 8 When asked to define the intimate fellowship (ms), 
which is the result of love, he said : “ It is the joy of the lover 
in his Beloved.” 4 The first step in fellowship is to meet 
with the Friend, and after that meeting the thought of Him 
will be always present. 6 The lowest stage of intimate fellow- 
ship, al-Misrl says elsewhere, means that if the lover is cast 
into Hell-fire, that will not separate him from the One with 
Whom he is in fellowship. 6 This fellowship with God, he 
tells us, is a radiant light, and fellowship with any save Him 
is a deadly poison. 7 In this connection, when asked what 
was the mark of fellowship with God, he said, “ If you see 
that He separates you from His creatures, then He is giving 

1 al-Sarraj, Kitab al-Luma\ p. 59. 

2 al-MunawI, op. cit. y fol. no a. 

3 Cf. L. Massignon, Essai , p. 186. 

4 al-Kalabadh!, “ Kitab al-Ta‘rruf,” fol. 29 b. 

5 al-Sulaml, op . cit. y fol. 8*. 

6 al-Kalabadhl, op. cit. y loc . cit. 

7 al-MunawI, op. cit. y fol. 1100. 
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you fellowship with Himself, and if you see that He is giving 
you fellowship with His creatures, then know that He is 
separating you from Himself.” 1 

We have already seen how Dhu al-Nun speaks of a know- 
ledge attained only by the elect, which is the knowledge of 
Reality, the mystic gnosis of the saints of God, “ those who 
behold God in their hearts, so that He reveals unto them 
what He reveals to no others in the two worlds.” 2 Dhu al- 
Nun’s teaching on gnosis is at the very centre of his mystical 
doctrine, and he has much to say of it which constitutes a 
new development in Sufism. The signs of the true gnostic, 
he says, are three. The light of his gnosis does not extin- 
guish the light of his devotion, nor does he accept inwardly 
any doctrines which the sacred law does not allow to him 
outwardly, nor does the greatness of God’s grace towards 
him induce him to violate the secrets of God’s mysteries, 3 
as a later Sufi, al-Hallaj (pb. a.d. 922) revealed his secret 
knowledge and suffered a cruel death, because he made 
known that which should have remained hidden. Dhu al- 
Nun associates gnosis, like love, with ecstasy. “ The true 
gnosis,” he says, “ means amazed bewilderment, and of this 
there are two kinds, the common kind, which is the be- 
wilderment of heresy and wandering, and the special kind, 
which is the bewilderment of discovery ; the first gets broken 
and is joined up again ; the second is neither broken nor 
joined.” 4 

To the gnostic is granted the Beatific Vision. “ I have 
read in the Law,” al-Misrl writes, “ that the righteous who 
believe and are treading the Way of God, and who hold fast 
to obedience, look upon the Face of the Almighty, for the 
goal of him who hopes, the true lover, is to look upon the 
Face of God, and He bestows upon them when they meet 
with Him, no greater grace than the Vision of His counten- 
ance.” 6 These are the blessed, to whose company all mystics 
seek to belong, and in one of the prayers left by Dhu al-Nun 
he prays : “ O God, range us among those whose spirits 
have taken their flight to the Kingdom ; for whom the veils 

1 Abu Nu'aym, op. tit., fol. 201a. 2 ‘Attar, op. tit., i. 127. 

3 al-Sarraj, Kitab al-L.uma\ p. 39. 4 JamI, Nafahat al-Uns, p. 37. 

3 Abu Nu'aym, op. tit., fol. 233 a. 
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of Thy Majesty are lifted ; who are submerged in the flood 
of certainty ; whom the whirlwind of love has drawn, by 
the degrees of proximity of Glory, to the brink of right in- 
tention, and they have left behind them their sins, ana have 
taken with them only their acts of obedience, and that is 
thanks to Thy grace, O Thou Most Merciful.” 1 

When God has illuminated the heart with the pure radi- 
ance of gnosis, the gnostic can enter into the Unitive life 
and henceforth lives in, and through, God. Of this state of 
union, Dhu al-Nun tells us : “ The gnostics see without 
knowledge and without sight, without information received 
and without contemplation, without description, without 
veiling and without veil. They are not themselves and they 
exist not through themselves, but in so far as they exist 
at all, they exist in God. Their movements are caused by 
God, and their words are the words of God, which are 
uttered by their tongues, and their sight is the sight of God 
which has entered into their eyes. So God Most High has 
said, ‘ When I love a servant, I, the Lord, am his ear, so that 
he hears by Me ; I am his eye, so that he sees by Me ; and I am 
his tongue, so that he speaks by Me ; and I am his hand, so 
that he takes by Me.’ ” 2 

Dhu al-Nun, then, we may regard as a practical mystic, 
one who through self-discipline and self-purification had 
come to enlightenment by means of gnosis, and had known 
the mystic experience of union. He is the first to teach a 
classification of the mystic states, and to develop the doc- 
trine of the mystic gnosis, as he is the first to describe in 
detail the journey of the soul on its upward way to the goal, 
and to give us also a Sufi’s conception of the nature of the 
Unitive life. 


( d ) Abu Yazid al-BistAmi 

An early mystical teacher who had a far-reaching influence 
upon the development of the Sufi doctrine, especially in the 
direction of pantheism, was Abu Yazid Tayfur b. ‘Isa b. 
Surushan, commonly called Bayazid Bistami. His grand- 
father appears to have been a Zoroastrian who became a 

1 Yafi'i, Nashr, ii. 335* 2 ‘Attar, op. eit., i. 127. 
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Muslim. al-Sulami tells us that thete were three brothers, 
Adam, Tayfur, and ‘All, who were all ascetics, devout men 
whq had experience of the mystic states, who belonged to 
Bistam in Persia. 1 Little is known of Bayazid’s life, but he 
states that he studied under Abu ‘Ali al-Sindi, and from him 
learnt the mystical doctrine of the Unity and the nature of 
Reality. 2 He appears to have known the leading Sufis of his 
time, including Yahya b. Mu‘adh Razi, and Ahmad b. Harb, 3 
and there is evidence that he made himself acquainted with 
the mystical literature available in his day. Most of his life 
was spent in his native place, Bistam, and he died there in 
a.d. 875. We are told that after his death he was seen in a 
dream by someone who inquired as to his state and Bayazld 
replied, “ They said to me ‘ O Shaykh, what have you 
brought ?’ and I answered, ‘ When a poor man comes to the 
threshold of a King, he is not asked, “ What have you 
brought ?” but “ What do you desire ?” > ” 4 

He was a solitary ascetic whose one desire, with which he 
occupied himself to the exclusion of everything else, was to 
attain to a direct experience of God, an immediate appre- 
hension of the Divine Essence. When he was asked, 
“ Where is thy native land ?” he replied, “ Under the 
Throne of God ; that is, beyond my powers of conception, 
and the farthest limit of my sight, and that is where my soul 
finds its rest, and the secret place where my work is accom- 
plished, as God Most High said to Moses, ‘ Thou art a 
stranger here, for I am thy native land.’ ” c 

God, to Abu Yazld, was not only One, He was the Only 
One, the Sole Reality. Nothing could have reality apart 
from Him, and therefore the quest of the mystic was to 
abandon the unreal and to seek the Real, and even the desire 
to seek originated with God. Bayazld said of himself, “ At 
the beginning I was mistaken in four respects. I concerned 
myself to remember God, to know Him, to love Him, and 
to seek Him, and when I had come to the end, I saw that 
He had remembered me before I remembered Him, that His 
knowledge of me had preceded my knowledge of Him, His 

1 Op. tit., fol. 14 a. 2 al-Sarraj, op. tit., p. 177. 

3 Jami, op. tit., p. 63. Cf. also Ihya , iv. 160, 187. 

4 Ibid. 6 Ibid. 
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love towards me had existed before my love to Him, and 
He had sought me before I sought Him.” 1 

This conception of God as loving and seeking His own 
before they loved or sought for Him goes considerably 
beyond the ideas of the earliest Sufis, yet at the same time 
Abu Yazld realised that the upward way must be trodden 
on the human level to begin with. The soul, hampered by 
its association with not-Being, the Unreal, must be purified 
before it could attain to the goal of its aspirations, and must 
tread the Way of renunciation and asceticism, and pass 
through the accepted stages of the Sufi Path. Abu Yazid 
said of himself that he had attained to gnosis only by means 
of a hungry stomach and a naked body. 2 He also says of his 
own period of self-discipline : “ For twelve years I was the 
forger of my Self, and for five years I was the mirror of my 
heart, and for a year I was observing what passed between 
them, and it appeared that I was girded about outwardly 
with the belt of infidelity, and I was occupied for twelve 
years in severing that belt. Then I looked and behold 
within me also was a belt of infidelity, and it took me five 
years to cut that away. I looked about to see how I could 
cut it, and that was revealed to me, for I regarded the crea- 
tures and saw that they were as dead to me, and I said over 
them four prayers (by way) of burial.” 3 So he was enabled 
to bring both his outward and his inward life into con- 
formity with the One Will of God. 

Humility, which meant a true vision of the insignificance 
of the self, and of the infinite greatness of God, was the first 
essential for the seeker. One day, Bayazid says that he heard 
a Voice, which said to him, “ O Bayazid, Our treasure-house 
is brimful of acts of adoration and devotion offered by men : 
do thou bring Us something which is not in Our treasury.” 
“ ‘ What then shall I bring, O Lord ?’ I said ; and the Voice 
answered me, ‘ Bring me sorrow of heart, humility, and 
contrition.’ ” 4 We are told also how one night, after reciting 
the evening prayer, Bayazid remained standing till the 
morning, shedding tears. When morning came, his servant 

1 al-Sulaml, op. cit. 9 fol. i $a. 2 Ibid.* fol. 15 b. 

3 al-Qushayr!, Risdla, p. 63. 

4 "Attar, op. at., Uyghur version, pp. 216, 217, 
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asked what had happened to him during the night, and he 
answered, “ I thought I had arrived at the very throne of 
God, and I said to it, ‘ O Throne, they tell us that God 
rests upon thee.’ ‘ O Bayazld,’ replied the Throne, ‘ we 
are told here that He dwells in a humble heart.’ ” x This 
teaching is the more interesting because Abu Yazld was fre- 
quently accused by his enemies of presumption in his atti- 
tude towards the Most High. He said on another occasion 
that the one loved by God was known by three qualities : 
his liberality was like the sea, his kindness like the sun, his 
humility like the earth, because it allows itself to be trampled 
on by everyone. 1 2 His personal humility showed itself in 
amazement that his Lord should love even himself. “ It is 
no wonder that I love Thee, since I am a poor slave,” he 
said, “ but the wonder is that Thou dost love me, seeing that 
Thou art a mighty King.” 3 Yet, to Abu Yazld, asceticism 
of any kind represented only a very early stage of the Way. 
“ The gnostic,” he says, “ is concerned with what he hopes, 
the ascetic with what he eats. Blessed is he who is concerned 
with one thing only, and whose heart is not distracted by 
what his eyes behold and his ears hear.” 4 * So the seeker must 
strive to pass away from all that is creaturely, for all that 
belongs to the sphere of the unreal. Abu Yazid said once : 
“ When I had arrived at the station of Proximity (to God), 
a Voice said to me, ‘ Ask whatsoever thou dost desire.’ I 
answered, * Thou art the Object of my desire,’ and it was 
said to me, ‘ O Bayazld, if there remains in thee one atom of 
thine own desire, that is impossible. Only lose thyself and 
so shalt thou find Me.’ ” 6 

Love, as we have seen, was the all-impelling motive which 
led the seeker to embark on the Quest, and that love was an 
all-absorbing passion. “ When from enmity to the world 
I fled to the Lord, His love so took possession of me that 
I became an enemy to myself,” he says. 6 Again he says, “ I 
sought my heart one night and I could not find it (for it was 

1 ‘Attar, op. cit., i. 157 . 2 Ibid., i. 164. 

3 Abu Nu'aym, op. cit., fol. 2186. 

4 al-SuIaml, op. cit., fol. 15 b, Cf. also Abu Nu'aym, op. cit., fol. 

219 b. 

6 ‘Attar, op. cit., i. 158. 


6 Ibid., i. 161. 
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lost in love to God), and when dawn came I heard One 
saying, ‘ O Abu Yazld, why seekest thou aught save Me ? 
What concern hast thou with thy heart ?’ ”* This love must 
be without interested motive. “ Paradise is of no worth to 
those who love,” he says, “ for those who love are veiled 
by their love,” that is, they look at nothing beyond it. 1 2 So 
also he says : “ The true lovers of God, whether they sleep 
or wake, they seek and are sought, and they are not occupied 
with their own seeking and loving, but are enraptured in 
contemplation of the Beloved. It is a crime in the lover to 
regard his love and an outrage in love to look at one’s own 
seeking while one is face to face with the Sought.” 3 

Love leads the mystic to gnosis, that knowledge which is 
the direct gift of God. “ The gnostic,” said Bayazid, “ is 
not the one who commits to memory from the Qur’an and 
if he forgets what he has learnt, relapses into ignorance. He 
only is the gnostic who takes his knowledge from his Lord 
at any time, without committing it to memory or studying, 
and this knowledge lasts for a lifetime. He does not forget 
his knowledge, but remembers it for all time, needing no 
book ; he is the true spiritual gnostic.” 4 * It was only to those 
fitted to receive it and make use of it that God granted this 
most precious gift. Bistami tells us that God looks upon the 
hearts of His saints, and those who are not fitted to receive 
this great gift. He occupies with worship. In one of his own 
prayers Adu Yazid asked it for himself, saying, “ O Lord, 
give me understanding concerning Thyself, for I cannot 
understand Thee except by means of Thee,” and again he 
says : “ I have known God by means of God, and what is 
other than God by the Light of God.” 6 

To the gnostic God revealed Himself unveiled, and Bis- 
tami has left us a wonderful description of what that meant 
to him, in his “ Mi‘raj ” (Ascent to Heaven). He writes : 
“ While I was asleep, it seemed to me that I ascended to the 
Heavens in quest of God, seeking union with God Most 

1 ‘Attar, op. tit., i. 161. 

* Abu Nu'aym, op. tit., fol. 219 a. 

3 R. A. Nicholson, The Mystics of Islam, p. 1 1 5 . 

4 Abu Talib, Qut al-Qulub, i. 121. 

* al-Sulaml, op. tit., fol. 15 a. 
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Glorious, so that I might abide with Him for ever, and I was 
tested by a trial — God displayed before me gifts of all kinds, 
and offered me dominion over the whole heaven, and yet I 
turned aside my eyes from this, because I knew that He was 
testing me thereby, and I did not turn towards it out of 
reverence for the holiness of my Lord, and I said in regard 
to it all : ‘ O my Beloved, my desire is other than that which 
is offered to me.’ Then I ascended to the Second Heaven 
and saw winged angels who fly a hundred thousand times 
each day to the earth to look upon the saints of God, and 
their faces shone like the sun. When I had reached the 
Seventh Heaven one called unto me, ‘ O Abu Yazid, stop, 
stop, for you have arrived at the goal,’ but I paid no atten- 
tion to his speech and I pursued my Quest. And when God 
Most High realised the sincerity of my desire to seek Him 
He turned me into a bird, and I went on flying, past kingdom 
after kingdom, and screen after screen, and plain after plain, 
and seas after seas, and veils after veils, until, behold, the 
angel of the Footstool of God met me with a Pillar of Light 
and said to me, ‘ Take it,’ and I took it, and lo, the heavens 
and all that were therein sought refuge in the shadow of my 
gnosis, and sought light in the light of my longing, yet all 
the angels seemed but as a gnat compared with my all- 
absorbing concern with the search for God. So I continued 
to fly, until I reached the Footstool of God, and lo, I was 
met by angels, whose eyes were as the number of the stars 
of heaven, and from each eye shone forth light, and those 
lights became lamps, and I heard sounding forth from each 
lamp, ‘ Glory to God,’ and ‘ There is no God but God.’ 
Then I went on flying until I arrived at a sea of light, with 
waves beating against one another, and beside it the light 
of the sun would seem dark, and upon the sea were ships of 
light, compared with which the light of those waters ap- 
peared to be darkness. I continued to cross seas upon seas, 
until I reached the greatest of seas, upon which stands the 
Throne of the All-Merciful, and I went on swimming there- 
in, until I beheld, looking from the Empyrean to the earth 
beneath, the Cherubim and those who bore up the Throne 
and all whom God has created both in heaven and in earth, 
as less than a mustard-seed (floating) between the Heavens 



242 STUDIES IN EARLY MYSTICISM 

and the earth, in comparison with the flight of my spirit 
in its quest for God. And when God Most Glorious per- 
ceived the sincerity of my desire to seek Him, He called 
to me and said: ‘O My chosen one, approach unto Me, 
and ascend to the heights of My glory, and the plains of My 
splendour and sit upon the carpet of My holiness, so that 
thou mayst see the working of My grace in My appointed 
time. Thou art My chosen and My beloved and My elect 
among the creatures.’ And I began to melt away at that, as 
lead melts (in the heat of the fire). Then He gave me to drink 
from the Fountain of grace in the cup of Fellowship, and 
transformed me into a state beyond description, and brought 
me near unto Him, and so near did He bring me that I be- 
came nearer unto Him than the spirit to the body. And I 
continued thus until I became even as the souls of men had 
been, in that state before existence was, and God abode in 
solitude apart, without created existence or space or direction 
or mode of being, may His Glory be exalted and His Names 
sanctified l” 1 

So Abu Yazld attained to his heart’s desire, the goal of the 
mystic’s quest, and it was he who developed the doctrine of 
fana\ the passing away of the personal self, and that of 
baqa\ the abiding henceforth in God. In that state the 
seeker became one with the Sought, and BisamI speaks of 
deification in the plainest terms. “ I have shed my Ego (my 
Self), as a serpent sheds its skin,” he says ; “ then I regarded 
my essence, and I was, myself. He.” 2 He says elsewhere : 
“ I went from God to God, until they cried from me in me, 
saying, ‘ O thou I !’ — i.e., I reached the station of annihila- 
tion in God.” 3 This was what Abu Yazld had sought after 
all his life ; he tells how when God had set him in His Pres- 
ence, he had said : “ Adorn me with Thy Unicity, and clothe 
me with Thy Personality (ananiya), and exalt me to Thy 
Oneness, so that when Thy creatures behold me, they will 
say, * We have seen Thee,’ and Thou wilt be there and I 
shall not be there.” 4 The self had passed away and the 

1 il-Qasd tla Allah , chap. ix. Islamica , 1926, vol. ii., fasc. 3, pp. 404- 
408 (ed. R. A. Nicholson). Cf. Rev. iv. 6-8. 

2 Blrunl, Hind, i. 43. 

3 ‘Aftar, op. cit., i. 160. 


4 al-Sarraj, op ♦ cit. y p. 382. 
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mystic was living the Unitive life in God. “For thirty 
years,” said BistamI, “ God Most High was my mirror, now 
I am my own mirror — i.e., that which I was I am no more, 
for * I ’ and ‘ God ’ represent polytheism, denying His 
Unity. Since I am no more, God Most High is His own 
mirror. Behold, now I say that God is the mirror of myself, 
for with my tongue He speaks, and I have vanished away .” 1 

Abu Yazid carries the doctrine of the Unity of God to its 
logical conclusion : since there is none but He, He must be 
the Sole Reality, nothing can exist apart from Him, He is the 
One in All as He is the All in All, and so, with this Persian 
mystic, the Sufi doctrine becomes pure Pantheism. Though 
his life, as we know it, was outwardly uneventful, and he 
has left us only fragments of his writings, yet he has had an 
influence that can hardly be measured upon the mysticism 
of Islam. To him, the very recognition of a separate per- 
sonal existence was a denial of the Unity of all existence. 
The human must therefore, ultimately, be merged in the 
Divine, for in essence they are the same, and the soul must 
return to the One, for it is, in truth, one with the One. 


1 ‘Attar, op. cit., i. 160. 



CHAPTER XI 

CONCLUSION 

In reviewing the history of the rise and development of early 
Islamic Mysticism, while giving full consideration to the 
possibility of a direct Hellenic influence , 1 of which more will 
be said later, and of the introduction of Buddhistic ideas , 2 
it would appear to have been influenced in the main by the 
teaching of Christian Mysticism, an influence which was 
exerted indirectly through orthodox Islam itself, and 
directly through the teaching of the Christian mystics, trans- 
mitted orally by their disciples and followers, or by means of 
their writings. 

We have seen that in the Near and Middle East, with 
which alone we are concerned, Islam had its rise in an essen- 
tially Christian environment, and that the Muslims of the 
earliest period, in which Sufism made its appearance, were 
in the closest contact on the social and intellectual side with 
their Christian neighbours, and that these relations, at the 
beginning of the Islamic era, were frequently of a friendly 
character. Further, we have noted that the Muslims, them- 
selves more backward and less cultured than their Christian 
subjects, were obliged to depend upon their help and assist- 
ance in all matters for which intellectual training and a 
literary education were required, and not least in the matter 
of securing teachers to educate their own children. These 
teachers, we have seen, were not only Christian, but in 
several instances, to our knowledge, were Christian priests 
and monks, and it seems reasonable to suppose that their 
pupils would have access to the libraries possessed by these 
Christian teachers, which, at this time, must have included 
many ascetical and mystical works. We have observed, too, 

1 Cf R. A. Nicholson, Divan-i Shams-i Tabrt%, Introd., pp. xxx. ff., 
and Literary History of the Arabs, pp. 388, 389. 

1 Cf. M. Horten, Indiscbe Stromungen in der islamischen Mystik, and 
I. Goldziher, J.R.A.S., 1904, The Influence of Buddhism on Islam, pp. 
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how even in the religious sphere the separation was not as 
complete as might have been supposed, that discussions on 
theological questions, which must have given the more edu- 
cated Muslims an insight into the real nature of Christian 
doctrine, so often tinged with Mysticism, were frequent, and 
that Muslims were well acquainted with the habits of life 
of the Christian solitaries and monks, and with their relig- 
ious services and ritual. Even more important than any of 
these contacts, perhaps, was the influence of Christian 
women married to Muslims, whose Christian upbringing 
and beliefs could hardly fail to have its effect upon their 
children at the most impressionable age, and must have 
rendered those children amenable in later years to the in- 
fluence of a teaching and a manner of life which was not 
really alien to them, but a part of their natural inheritance. 

We have seen how asceticism and the solitary life have 
usually been closely associated with the development of 
Mysticism, because they provided a favourable sphere for 
the growth of mystical ideas and the practice of the mystic 
Way. It was in respect of these ascetical practices, first and 
foremost, that we find Sufism influenced by Christian prac- 
tice, and marking out its own Path according to the pattern 
provided by the Christian monks and nuns, and by the Chris- 
tian mystic writers. The renunciation of the world practised 
by the hermits of Scete, and the ascetics of Syria and ‘Iraq, 
both men and women, found its counterpart, first in the 
attitude towards this fleeting world taught in the Qur’an 
and the traditions, and then in the practice of the ascetics 
of the first century of Islam, and of the earliest Sufis. Con- 
tempt of the world, abhorrence of its snares and attractions, 
desire to escape from it and its fetters, were as characteristic 
of the Sufi ascetics as of the Christian hermits, and to the 
former, also, the life of solitude, whether in a desert cell, 
such as that in which Rabi'a established herself, or in a con- 
vent secluded from the world, such as that which ‘Abd al- 
Wahid b. Zayd founded within the second century of the 
Islamic era, seemed necessary, at least as a preparation, for 
the treading of the mystic Path. 

Both Christians and Sufis practised self-mortification of 
various kinds, because to both the “ carnal self,” the lower 
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soul, was the main source of evil and temptation, and must 
therefore be subdued if the higher soul, the spirit, was to be 
set free to pursue its upward flight to God. The §ufls, in 
one or two instances given, carried the Gospel precept to 
cut off an offending member to its literal fulfilment. By both 
Sufi and Christian ascetics, this self-mortification was en- 
dured, in the first place, in order that, by the conquest of the 
body in this world, the soul might be saved from the pains 
of Hell and judgment in the next, but the ultimate aim of 
both, as Cassian said, was that the soul might “ ever cleave 
to God and to heavenly things.” Fasting, adopted by the 
Prophet as a means of self-discipline, and carried to an ex- 
treme by many of the Sufis, was undoubtedly admitted into 
Islamic religious practice in imitation of the fasting en- 
joined by the Christian Church, and practised so assiduously 
by the Christian ascetics. “ Cultivate fasting to give you 
strength towards God,” Evagrius had admonished the 
Christians of the fourth century a.d. ; “ it will expiate your 
faults and your sins : it will adorn the soul, it will sanctify 
the mind, it will expel demons, it will lead us to God .” 1 
The Sufis regarded it as no less effective as a means of puri- 
fication and assistance to the onward progress of the soul. 
We have already emphasised the fact that in the stress they 
laid upon weeping as a mark of contrition, and in their ob- 
servance of night- vigils, the Sufis were following the ex- 
ample of the Christian ascetics, and especially those of the 
Syrian Church. 

The self-mortification involved in chastity and the adop- 
tion of the celibate life, which was so often regarded as the 
crown of the Christian “ religious,” while it found little 
acceptance in orthodox Islam, was considered by the early 
§ufls to be a most desirable means of attaining progress in 
the spiritual life. One writer goes so far as to say that 
$ufism was founded on celibacy, and that sensual desire 
can, and should, be conquered by the force of a rival love, 
that of the love of God, which will dominate the whole 
body and its senses. Rabi‘a lived the celibate life, and others 
among the Sufis adopted it as a means towards their end. 
But to both Christian and Sufi ascetics, the true self-dis- 
1 Rerum monachalium rationes, x. 
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cipline and the teal abstinence was not of the body and bodily 
things, .but of the soul. It was not the cleansing of the body 
ftom its defilements and its desires — though this was a neces- 
sary preliminary — which was all-important, but the cleans- 
ing of the soul from its impurities and from all the desires 
which might lead it to seek its own will, rather than the will 
of God, and which might, in any respect, distract it from 
its pre-occupation with God Himself. Both the Christian 
fathers and the great Sufi teachers lay stress on this. 

In their teaching on prayer, the Sufis follow closely in the 
steps of the Christian ascetics and mystics who had preceded 
them. Not only in the Islamic adoption of the five stated 
times of prayer, which compare with the Christian Office 
and the regular prayer ritual, amounting to seven periods of 
prayer in the day , 1 of the Christian monks, but in the Sufi 
conception of prayer, not as a matter of petition or interces- 
sion only, but of personal intercourse and communion with 
God, we find an ideal for which the only possible source 
would seem to be Christian teaching. Sufism goes farther 
still, and teaches that this intercourse in prayer with God 
should be a silent waiting upon His will, a wordless adora- 
tion in His Presence. “ Thou art enough for me,” said the 
woman-mystic Rabi‘a of Basra, and so also St. Clement of 
Alexandria and St. Basil, John Cassian, and others of the 
Christian mystics, had taught that the strength of prayer lay 
in the purpose of the soul, and the closeness of its com- 
munion with God, not in the words uttered by the lips. 
Such prayer became merged in Recollection and Meditation, 
including both the concentration of the mind on that which 
would tend to lead it to higher things, and its absorption 
in the thought and in the adoration of God Himself. Re- 
membrance of death and meditation on what it meant was 
constantly advocated by the Christian fathers. Evagrius 
urges his monks when sitting in their cells to collect the 
mind and remember the day of death and the dissolution of 
the body, and to meditate on what death and the release of 
the soul from the fetters of the body will mean ; 2 and Pa- 
chomius and Ephraim the Syrian laid great emphasis on this 

1 Cf. above, p. 32. 

* Rerun mon. rationes, ix.; ad Anatolium, xxxii. 
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as a subject for meditation. So also the Sufis regarded the 
remembrance of death, in the first place, as a station for the 
novice, because it turned his heart away from the transient 
to the abiding, but also as a station for the adept, who real- 
ised that Death was but a bridge between the lover and the 
Beloved, and who longed for the time when he should step 
across it. But Recollection and Meditation of the highest 
type was concerned only with the remembrance and worship 
of God, and this, with which the Christian ascetics and de- 
votees occupied themselves for a great part of their time — 
in fact, for most of their solitary hours — became the dhikr of 
Islam and the Sufis, and the primary duty of all who sought 
to follow the mystic Path ; and, to the Sufis, the term con- 
noted not only the remembrance of God and the mention 
of His Name, but the constant sense of His Presence, and 
ceaseless, adoring worship directed to Him to the exclusion 
of all else. 

When we come to examine the mystical doctrines taught 
by the early Sufi mystics whose teaching we considered in 
the last two chapters, we find again a close resemblance to 
the teaching of the early Christian mystics, and this simi- 
larity, in some respects especially, suggests a Christian origin. 
The Sufi teaching on the Nature of God was based, for the 
most part, on the Qur’anic doctrine of God, but this, as we 
have seen, where it was not purely Jewish, was derived from 
what Muhammad believed to be the Christian conception. 
The idea of God, not only as the Creator, but as the Sole 
Cause of all existence, and the One Agent, an idea which 
developed into the conception of God as the One Reality 
and the only Existence, is common to the Sufis and to St. 
Paul, as well as to succeeding Christian mystics, such as 
Ephraim the Syrian, St. Augustine, and St. Clement of 
Alexandria. 1 That the idea of God as the One Reality should 
lead to Pantheism was inevitable ; the earliest of the Sufis 
tried to avoid this conclusion, but, as we have seen, with 
BistamI, the Sufi doctrine of God became pure Pantheism, 
and the later Sufis were convinced Pantheists. This de- 
velopment is found also among the Christian mystics who 
preceded the Sufis. Ephraim the Syrian says that God has 
1 Cf. above, pp. 49, 74, 86. 



CONCLUSION 249 

dothed Himself in all forms that we may behold Him, and 
St. Augustine also teaches that God is wholly present every- 
where, and that whatever has Reality must partake of the 
Divine. 

To the Sufi mystics, God was the Truth ( al-Haqq ), and 
this designation, which became so commonly used among 
them that they were called ahal al-Haqq (the people of 
the Truth — i.e., of God), they might well have taken 
directly from the Christian Gospel, but it was also much 
used by the Christian mystical writers. St. Augustine, St. 
Gregory of Nyssa, and Ephraim all use the tide in their 
mystical writings, and their choice of it was no doubt guided 
by their desire to emphasise their belief that God alone was 
truly Real. We have noted that the Sufis conceived of God 
as Light and the Source of all light for the soul, and the same 
conception is found in almost every one of the early Chris- 
tian mystics, beginning with St. John the Evangelist. To 
St. Augustine, to St. Gregory of Nyssa, to Macarius of 
Egypt, He is the Light, made visible in darkness, enlighten- 
ing the soul; and to Dionysius He is Essential Radiance and 
the Morning Star, illuminating unto contemplation ; while 
Ephraim of Syria and Isaac of Nineveh speak of Him as the 
Sun, which can only be seen by the eye which is sun-like ; 
and St. Clement of Alexandria calls Him the Sun of the soul, 
by which the eye of the soul is illuminated. To the true 
mystic, God is always Beauty, as He is always Love, and to 
the Sufis, those true lovers of God, He was the All-Beautiful 
as He was pre-eminently the Beloved, and for this concep- 
tion, for which there was little enough basis in orthodox 
Islam, they could find ample precedent in the teachings of 
Christian Mysticism. St. Clement had taught that the Life 
of God was Love, since the Beautiful is of necessity beloved 
by those who recognise it; and He alone is the True Beauty; 1 
and to St. Augustine also He had been the Supreme Beauty, 
recognised and loved too late. In their mystical doctrines 
concerning the Nature of God, therefore, the Sufis were 
following closely in the steps of the Christian mystics who 
had preceded them, and there is little or nothing in the Sufi 

1 Cf. al-Ghazall, pp. 205, 206 above. 
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conceptions in regard to the Godhead which was not already 
to be found in Christian mystical writings. 

In their ideas regarding the nature of the soul and its re- 
lation to the Divine, we find that the early Sufis take a view 
which is to be found also among the Christian mystics. The 
most orthodox of the Sufis held that the soul, being created, 
could not be regarded as identical with the Creator, and this 
is also the view of St. Gregory of Nyssa j 1 but both Sufi and 
Christian mystics agree that the soul is in its nature akin to 
the Divine, that there is a Divine spark, the sirr of the Sufis, 
which is the ground of the soul, that the soul was pre- 
existent before it was joined to a body in this world, and is, 
because of the Divinity within it, immortal. St. Augustine 
had assumed the pre-existence of the soul, and Isaac of 
Nineveh asserted that God was to be found within the soul. 
The Sufi doctrine that the soul was created in order that God 
the Absolute and Unmanifested might be manifested forth, 
a doctrine based on the tradition, “ I was a concealed 
Treasure and I desired that I might be known, so I created 
the creatures that they might know Me,” had been held 
also by St. Gregory of Nyssa, who asserted that it was need- 
ful that the Divine Light should not remain unseen, nor the 
Divine Glory without witness. Even in orthodox Islam we 
find the idea that the chief aim of the soul’s creation was that 
it might be a witness to God, and the most perfect witness 
is borne by the saint in whom the Divine is most clearly 
revealed. The comparison of the soul to a mirror, which 
may become rusty (since the Oriental mirror was most often 
made of polished silver), and clouded by sin and contact 
with this material world, is frequently found among the 
§ufis, as already mentioned, and it had been equally common 
among the Christian mystics before them. Ephraim the 
Syrian, Palladius, and Isaac of Nineveh all use this image, 
and they speak, as do the Sufis, of the need for polishing and 
cleansing the mirror that it may once more reflect, without 
flaw, the Divine Image. 

It is the Divine within the soul which urges it upward and 
towards the Source whence it came ; the believer’s soul, said 
the §ufis, because it was the shrine of the Divine mysteries, 

1 CJ. above, p. 60. 
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led him to Paradise, and so also the Christian mystics, espe- 
cially the “ Holy Hierotheos,” had taught that the soul, 
realising its original unity with the Divine, sought the Way 
to return to that former state of blessedness. The Sufis 
speak constantly of this world as a “ prison,” and its ties and 
attractions as the “ fetters ” of the soul, holding it down and 
keeping it back from escape to that sphere to which it 
properly belongs ; and so also St. Clement of Alexandria 
and Isaac of Nineveh speak of the prison of this world and 
urge the soul to shake off its bonds and escape to the joy 
that awaits it with God. 

The Christian mystics and the Sufis are at one in their 
teaching as to the means of escape and the Way of ascent. 
Purification of body and soul was the essential, a purgation 
which would burn up all the dross within the soul, and for 
the idea of a Way, marked by different stages enabling the 
soul to acquire virtues which would assist it still further on 
the upward way, the Sufis may well have been indebted 
to St. John Climacus (a.d. 523-606), who in his Scala 
Paradisi had set forth the idea of a ladder mounting from 
earth to heaven, an ascent leading by gradual stages to the 
perfection of the blessed life in God. The first stages, for 
him, had been conversion and repentance and renunciation 
of this world ; godly poverty and the remembrance of death 
had also found a place in his journey, and the final stage 
attained by the soul was tranquillity and love, the satisfac- 
tion {rida") which to the Sufis was the last stage before the 
attainment of Illumination and Union. 1 Among the Chris- 
tian mystics who lived after St. John Climacus, notably in 
the Book oj the Holy Hierotheos, and the teaching of Isaac of 
Nineveh, we find the same idea of a journey to be under- 
taken, and an ascent to be made by gradual and laborious 
stages. 

That Love, to the mystic, is the wine of life, which brings 
the intoxication of ecstasy, and all blessedness to him who 
drinks thereof, as it is also the motive-power and the chief 
inspiration of all who tread the mystic Path, and that which 
leads to Gnosis and the final goal, is a fact accepted by 
Christian and §ufi mystics alike, and, as we have seen, all 

1 John Climacus, Scala Paradisi ; Migne, P.G., vol. lxxxviii. 
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these mystical teachers give it a foremost place in their 
teaching. It seems possible that the symbolic use by the 
§ufis of the terms associated with wine, “ the wine of life,” 
and the cup, “ the cup of love,” poured out by the Divine 
Beloved for His lovers, may have been derived from a know- 
ledge of the central Sacrament of the Christian Church, in 
which the Cup represented the gift of Eternal Love, be- 
stowing Everlasting Life upon His lovers, and admitting 
them thereby to communion with Himself, and to a parti- 
cipation in Divinity, corresponding to the mystic union, 
and making the soul in very truth one with God. 

The hindrances which hampered the soul on its upward 
way, and which kept it in ignorance of God and blind to the 
Truth, were frequently described by the Sufis as veils be- 
tween the soul and God, a mystical idea found also in ortho- 
dox Islam, in the Traditions, and it was these veils which 
prevented the mirror from reflecting the Divine, and hin- 
dered the eye of the soul from seeing clearly the heavenly 
Vision, and this conception, too, was to be found in their 
predecessors among the Christian mystics. Palladius s'peaks 
of the impurity of this world as a dark veil preventing the 
soul from discerning spiritual things, and Isaac of Nineveh 
speaks also of the veil, which, however, is sometimes drawn 
aside. 

The goal of the traveller, the end of the Way, is attained 
through illumination and the mystic gnosis ( ma'rifa ), which 
leads to the unveiling, of the Vision of God, to the soul 
(kashf) and, in the moment of the Vision, the passing away 
of the personal self ( fane? ) and the entrance into Eternal Life 
in God (baqa’). St. Clement had already conceived of the 
Christian mystic who attained to spiritual perfection as the 
gnostic, and the Sufis used the same term (far if) for the 
spiritual adept. St. Clement it was also who used the name 
“friend of God ” for the saint, in this, of course, following 
the Gospel, and this became the regular name for the saints 
( tmhjd ) among the §uf!s. 

To the saint who had attained to the mystic gnosis was 
granted the Vision of God face to face, and the state of the 
soul to which that beatific sight was revealed is described 
by the §ufls in terms strangely reminiscent of those used by 
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St. Augustine and others of the Christian mystics. The con- 
ception of the final state of the mystic who has passed away 
from self and entered into union with God, and henceforth 
lives in Him, is expressed in much the same terms by Sufi 
and Christian mystics alike. The Book of the Holy Hierotheos 
is concerned mainly with the attainment of this mystic 
union, which the author calls “ commingling,” and to him, 
as to the Sufi Bistami, it is the identification of God with the 
soul of the mystic. The soul has died unto itself and is alive 
unto God. “ Mortality has perished,” the Sufi said, “ and 
immortality is made perfect.” This doctrine of deification 
had been taught long before by St. Clement of Alexandria, 
and Cassian had said of the souls living the unitive life, 
“ whatever we breathe or think or speak is God,” a formula 
which the Sufis reproduced practically word for word. 1 
Dionysius of Syria had said plainly that God gave Himself 
for the deification of those who attained unto Him, and so 
also Bistami and others of the Sufis declared that the “ I ” 
had vanished and God dwelt in the soul in its place. There 
was no longer any place for “ I ” and “ Thou,” for the 
“ Thou ” and “ I ” had become one in perfect unity, and 
the human was now one with the Divine. 

In thus emphasising the close analogy between the doc- 
trines and the symbolism of the Sufis, and those of the 
Christian mystical teachers who preceded them, an analogy 
which might be carried much further, it is not to be forgotten 
that in Hellenistic thought, and especially among the Neo- 
platonists, there is to be found a common source for many, 
if not most, of the mystical conceptions to be found both 
in early Christianity and in Sufism, and it is conceivable 
that the Sufis might have derived their mystical doctrines 
directly from Hellenistic sources. Some few of the more 
educated Sufis might have been able to read Greek and so 
might have read the Greek authors in the original, and we 
know that Arabic translations from the Greek were avail- 
able as early as the ninth century a.d., and that this work 
of translation was carried on with enthusiasm by the philo- 
sophic school of al-Kindi (ob. a.d. 860) of Baghdad, and 
his successors. The earliest and probably the most influen- 
1 Cf. above, pp. 236, 243. 
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tial of these translations appears to have been the so-called 
Theology of Aristotle , which is in reality a translation of Por- 
phyry’s lost commentary on the Enneads of Plotinus, and is 
therefore a Neoplatonic treatise, and of this an Arabic 
translation appeared as early as a.d. 840. This might have 
supplied the Sufis with their monistic conception of God 
and the Universe, with their idea of the pre-existence of the 
soul in a state of perfect purity, with some of their psy- 
chology, and with their conception of God as the Light of 
lights (Nur al-anwdr). It is possible, too, as already indicated, 
that Sufism might have been directly effected, in Persia and 
‘Iraq at any rate, by Buddhistic ideas. 

Yet, when this has been admitted — and there have been 
great scholars to uphold the view that one or other of these 
has been the main external source of the Sufi doctrine, it 
would seem more probable that the Sufis derived their 
mystical doctrines, or at least the forms in which they 
clothed them, in the main from Christianity. Few would 
deny that the asceticism of the earliest Sufis, with which the 
development of a definitely mystical doctrine was so closely 
bound up, was so derived, or that the germs of Mysticism 
which we find in the Qur’an and the early Traditions, which 
the Sufis claimed as the basis of their own mystical teaching, 
might all have been derived from the Mysticism of the Chris- 
tianity with which both Muhammad and his successors 
were in contact. Neither he nor those who followed him 
immediately could have had any opportunity of studying 
Hellenism, nor could he have found any trace of such 
mysticism in Arab paganism. But it was to be found in the 
Christian Scriptures and in the teaching and practice of 
Christian monks and hermits all around him. After the time 
of Muhammad, when Islam became the ruling power in the 
Near and Middle East, then predominantly Christian, we 
have seen how close was the contact between Muslims and 
Christians, and how Islam became permeated, not only by 
Christian culture, but by Christian ideals and beliefs, through 
conversion — often only partial — and marriage, by which a 
purely Muslim Arab stock became mingled with a Chris- 
tian stock, which could not, in a single generation, divest 
itself completely of a heritage guarded through the cen- 
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turies as its most cherished possession. So, while the 
Christian Near and Middle East was rapidly Islamised, Islam, 
in its turn, became, to some extent. Christianised, and this 
influence showed itself most plainly in the rise and develop- 
ment of Islamic Mysticism. 

That early Christian Mysticism itself, from the time of St. 
John and St. Paul onwards, owed a great deal to Hellen- 
istic and Neoplatonic conceptions ana ideals, is of course 
obvious, and has been noted in previous chapters, and it 
would appear to be most probable that Islamic Mysticism, 
in its earliest development, derived its most obviously Neo- 
platonic elements through Christian Hellenism, rather than 
directly from any Greek source. The earliest of the Sufis 
can have had little contact with Hellenistic literature of any 
kind, while on the other hand we have evidence of their 
contact with Christian teachers and especially the solitaries, 
and it was among the latter, as we have seen, that Christian 
Mysticism had its rise. For these earliest Sufis, too, there 
were no Arabic versions of Greek philosophy available, yet 
among them were true mystics, teaching a pure mysticism, 
such as Rabi‘a of Basra. In the case of those Sufis also, who 
had the education and culture to enable them to make a direct 
use of mystical literature, a knowledge of Greek or Syriac 
would be as likely to lead them to a study of Christian Mysti- 
cism as of pagan philosophy. The libraries of their Chris- 
tian teachers, the monks of Damascus and Nisibis and 
Edessa, must have contained much of the Christian mystical 
literature of the Greek or Syriac-speaking Churches, and 
this would be at the disposal of their pupils, if they so 
wished. 1 In discussions, too, with their Christian friends 
and neighbours, it would be a Christianised form of Neo- 
platonism with which the Sufis would come into contact. 
It is significant that the first translators of Greek and Syriac 
works into Arabic were Christians, employed on the task 
by the Caliph Ma’mun, and the first translator of the The- 
ology of Aristotle was a Christian, Ibn ‘Abdallah Ibn Na‘Ima, 
of Homs. It is obvious that the Christian Church of both 
the Near and the Middle East was deeply affected, at the 

1 For evidence of the use made by early Sufi writers of Christian 
ascetical and mystical works, cf. L. Massignon, Essai, p. 5 5 . 
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time at which Sufism developed its theosophic and mystical 
doctrines, by the teachings of St. Augustine, the Alexandrian 
School, the Egyptian fathers, and the pseudo-Dionysius, in 
the one direction, and those of the Syriac-speaking Church 
in the other. Of the Christian mystics, whose teaching has 
been outlined in the preceding pages, Ephraim the Syrian, 
Dionysius of Syria, the writer of the Book of the Holy Hiero- 
theos , and Isaac of Nineveh seem to have had the most direct 
influence upon the development of Sufism ; but since the 
later Christian mystics made use of the teaching of those 
who had preceded them, the Sufis may also have derived 
a good deal indirectly from the earliest of the Christian 
mystics. 

Yet, as our final reflection, when all this has been taken 
into consideration, we have to remember that, as was noted 
at the beginning of this study, Mysticism in its essence 
represents a spiritual tendency which is practically universal, 
and is often the most powerful and the most vital element 
in any religion which has life within itself. Therefore, while 
one type of mysticism may bear so close a resemblance to 
another, in its doctrines and terminology, that we say the 
two must be closely related and the later in point of time 
must surely be derived from the earlier, yet mysticism in 
itself can be a purely spontaneous growth, arising in re- 
sponse to the craving in the human soul for a direct and 
personal experience of the Divine, and for a doctrine of the 
relation between the soul and God which will satisfy that 
craving. Mysticism, therefore, which represents an innate 
tendency of the soul, may be expected to show itself as an 
element in all religions which have life and force within 
them, and in all environments, even the most unexpected ; 
and so, while Islamic Mysticism may have derived certain 
of its doctrines and symbols from Christian Mysticism, or 
from Hellenic Mysticism, through Christian sources, yet 
its real origin and source must be found in the age-long 
desire of the human soul for God and its longing to attain 
to communion with Him — a desire not to be satisfied by any 
merely formal religion which maintains a rigid distinction 
between worshipper and the Worshipped, and imposes the 
need for intermediaries between man and God, but only by 
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the intimate relation arising from true affinity, by a sense of 
the oneness between the human and the Divine involved 
in the Unity of all existence, by a belief in the possibility of 
realising that oneness even in this life — in short, by the faith 
of the mystic, who holds that the human soul is in very truth 
one in essence with the Divine, and that when the ascent 
has been made, by slow and, it may be, painful stages, 
through purification to illumination, and thence to the 
unitive life, the soul can, here and now, partake of Eternal 
Life, the life lived in unceasing communion and in un- 
broken union with the One Reality, God. 
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148, 149, 159 
Jews, the, 2, 10, 137, 149 
John, Abba Mar, of Lycopolis, 
6 9> 9°/-> 185 

John V, Catholicos, 108 
John of Damascus, 113, 122 
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Kingdom, the, of God, 18, 5 8, 63, 

74, 77, 78, 89, 9°> I02 > l 9 l > 
210, 222 

Kitab al-Ri'aya, 225 
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Muhammad, the Prophet, 104, 
106, 108, 120, 121, 151, 152, 
1 5 3» ! 54 , 1 5 5 » I 59 » 169, 192, 
196, 246, 248, 254; his teach- 
ing on asceticism, 124 ff. ; his 
mystical teaching, 142 ff, 
MuhasibI, Harith, 161, 173, 

188/., 223 ff. 
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Pelagia, 39 

Persia, 41, 107, 119, 121, 237, 
254; asceticism in, 26, 30, 31, 
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Prat d’Maishan, 117 
Prayer, 14, 17, 18, 22, 25, 28, 29, 
31, 46, 52, 55, 64, 67, 69, 70, 
84, 100, 120, 128, 132, 136, 138, 
139, 162 221, 233, 247; 
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Risala , the, of al-Kindl, 122 
Robertson, J. C., 22 
Rolt, C. E., 80 

Roman Government, the, 106, 
107 



INDEX 


Rome, 2, 20, 30, 40, 72, 106 
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Sha c wana, 155 
Shenoudi, 15, 36 
Shibll, 6, 172, 206, 208, 214 
Shi'ite doctrine, 160 
Shiraz, 1 66 
Siberia, 107 
Sijistan, 107 

Silence, its mystic value, 11, 16, 
17, 3 i 5 3 8 > T 33> *55 ; as repre- 
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Sorley, C., 71 



274 STUDIES IN EARLY MYSTICISM 


Soul, nature of the, 2, 4, 6, 47, 
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io}/., 114, 116, 119, i}8, 154, 
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Trine, R. W., 4 
Trinity, the, 80 
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203, 210, 212, 213, 214, 219, 
223, 224, 235, 240, 252 
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41, 61, 62, 141 
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217. 223, 224, 235, 252 
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kbirqa, 161 
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murdqiba , 227 
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qutby 192 
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148, 17** ? 5 i 
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jv*£r, 171 
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137 
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tajrldy 165 
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tariqay .170 
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